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Cover image by Joan Digby, who writes: “As you can see in the figurine,
Covid has on PPE and also has his pet Corvid (crow) on his shoulder.
The other characters are from a Paul Simon song: Rosie, the Queen of Corona,
and Julio. It turns out that Corona, Queens, had the highest infection rate
early in the pandemic. They all have bottles of Corona beer.”
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call for papers
The next issue of JNCHC (deadline: March 1, 2022) invites research essays on any
topic of interest to the honors community.
In celebration of the 100th anniversary of the importation of honors from England
into the United States by Frank Aydelotte of Swarthmore College, this issue will also
include a Forum titled “The Value of Honors to its Graduates.”
We ask all honors teachers and administrators to solicit one or at most two submissions to this Forum from alums of their program or college. We hope to receive
submissions from a wide range of years, regions, and types of honors programs/colleges, and we hope to publish about fifty of them.
Submissions should be limited to no more than 750 words, and selections for publication will be made based on the following criteria:
• Specificity in (1) describing the values—personal, professional, or civic, for
instance—to the author and (2) explaining with precision what in honors
embodies or produced these values.
• Authenticity and detail in describing the values and what benefits they have
facilitated.
• Avoidance of boosterism in praising a particular program or college.
• Strength and originality of writing style.
• Interest to an audience of honors faculty and administrators who might use these
essays to improve their programs and/or to understand the history and diversity
of honors.
Each submission should include at the top:
• A title.
• The author’s name.
• The institution at which the author was an honors student and the years of participation in in the honors program or college (e.g., 2002–2006).
• The author’s current occupation, profession, vocation, or calling.
Please send all submissions to Ada Long at adalong@uab.edu.
Information about JNCHC—including the editorial policy, submission guidelines,
guidelines for abstracts and keywords, and a style sheet—is available on the NCHC website: <http://www.nchchonors.org/resources/nchc-publications/editorial-policies>.
v

editorial policy
Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council (JNCHC) is a refereed periodical
publishing scholarly articles on honors education. The journal uses a double-blind
peer review process. Articles may include analyses of trends in teaching methodology, discussions of problems common to honors programs and colleges, items on
the national higher education agenda, research on assessment, and presentations of
emergent issues relevant to honors education. Bibliographies of JNCHC, HIP, and
the NCHC Monograph Series on the NCHC website provide past treatments of topics that an author should consider.

deadlines
March 1 (for spring/summer issue); September 1 (for fall/winter issue)

submission guidelines
We accept material by email attachment in Word (not pdf). We do not accept material by fax or hard copy, nor do we receive documents with tracking.
If documentation is used, the documentation style can be whatever is appropriate to
the author’s primary discipline or approach (MLA, APA, etc.), employing internal
citation to a list of references (bibliography).
All research based on data from human subjects should include IRB approval or
other ethical review from your institution.
All essay submissions to the journal must include an abstract of no more than 250
words and a list of no more than five keywords (not repeating words in your title).
Accepted essays are edited for grammatical and typographical errors and for infelicities of style or presentation. Authors have ample opportunity to review and approve
edited manuscripts before publication.
There are no minimum or maximum length requirements for research essays; the
length should be dictated by the topic and its most effective presentation.
Essays in the Forum for Honors should be roughly 1000–2000 words long.
Submissions and inquiries should be directed to Ada Long at adalong@uab.edu or,
if necessary, 850.927.3776.
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dedication

Andrew J. Cognard-Black
In the year 2013, Andrew Cognard-Black hit the ground writing—for
and about the NCHC and all things honors. In the subsequent years, he has
amassed and analyzed a mountain of data about honors education, creating
an encyclopedia of honors to which we can turn to understand who we are
and what we do. He has accomplished an exquisitely detailed portrait of our
profession, often in collaboration with NCHC colleagues, in order to provide
the knowledge we need to improve our service to students and colleagues as
well as to the integrity of our work. This portrait is meticulous in all its particulars because, as anyone who knows Andrew can testify, he is a stickler for
details.
The wide range of Andrew’s interests and background has pervaded all
of his research projects. He began his education with a degree in English as
well as sociology, followed by a master’s degree in English and then a PhD in
Sociology at Ohio State University in 2004. His academic home since then has
primarily been St. Mary’s College of Maryland, where he is currently Pandion
Haliaetus Professor of Sociology. (The totemic significance of his professorship being named for a seahawk is tantalizing but obscure.) He has also taught
as a Fulbright Scholar in Slovenia at Univerza v Ljubljana, Filozofska Fakulteta,
vii
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and fortunately for the National Collegiate Honors Council (much easier to
spell), worked in the Office of the Executive Director from 2013 to 2018.
Andrew’s book The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education: New Research
Evidence, co-edited by Jerry Herron and Patricia J. Smith, was published in
2019 as part of the NCHC Monograph Series, and its title points straight
to the topic that has characterized his many other contributions to honors
scholarship. Just three of the titles of his major research articles published
in JNCHC (some co-authored) will give a hint of his interests and contributions: “Variability and Similarity in Honors Curricula across Institution Size
and Type”; “Creating a Profile of an Honors Student: A Comparison of Honors and Non-Honors Students at Public Research Universities in the United
States”; and “Forging a More Equitable Path for Honors Education: Advancing Racial, Ethnic, and Socioeconomic Diversity.”
In addition to his major research articles, which have created the corpus
of our factual knowledge about honors in the United States, Andrew has produced over twenty-five chapters, articles, white papers, academic blogs, and
conference presentations on a wide spectrum of honors topics, and he is currently principal investigator of two major projects: the 2021 Census of U.S.
Honor Colleges and the National Survey of Student Engagement’s Honors
Education Consortium.
Among many other contributions to the NCHC, Andrew has served on
the Board of Directors (2018–2021), the Publications Board (2017–present),
the Conference Planning Committee on at least four occasions, the Finance
Committee, the Research Committee, and the Editorial Board of JNCHC.
Andrew J. Cognard-Black is already recognized as a Lifetime Fellow of
the NCHC, and we are pleased to add to his accolades by dedicating this issue
to him along with gratitude for his exceptional contributions to the scholarship and vigor of honors education.
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editor’s introduction
Ada Long
University of Alabama at Birmingham

Absent any factual evidence or hard data, a whimsical flight of fancy
might conjure up a stereotypical honors director of the 1950s—before the
launch of the National Collegiate Honors Council in the mid-1960s—as a
rather somber fellow: an academic dedicated to rigorous curricula and high
intellectual standards; a devoted adherent to well-established and widely
accepted traditions of scholarship; a demanding teacher dedicated to identifying and training future scholars; an educational practitioner rooted in past
customs and resistant to change; and an old-line intellectual focused on the
life of the mind.
While few honors educators have personally known such a fellow, the
stereotype may linger among those who have not kept up with honors education in the past fifty years or so. One demonstration of its distance from
the current reality is the widespread eagerness among honors administrators
to embrace the challenges of the COVID epidemic as an opportunity for
change. This optimism became apparent in the special section on “Honors
and COVID-19” in the 2021 issue of Honors in Practice (HIP), in which the
nine “essays on the pandemic’s effects on honors mostly make the best of a
fraught and frustrating year for honors administrators, faculty, and students,
identifying ways that the disruptions in normal routines have led to innovations and improvements” (“Editor’s Introduction,” ix).
Like the essays in HIP that explored what effects the pandemic had
already had on honors, the essays on “Honors after COVID” in the Forum in
this issue of JNCHC forecast a brighter future for honors despite the hazards
that lie ahead. They build on embracing the full lives of honors students, not
just their minds, the trend that has increasingly characterized honors education in recent decades and that Samuel Schuman described eloquently in
his 2013 NCHC monograph, If Honors Students Were People: Holistic Honors
Education. They welcome new pedagogies, admissions criteria, honors curricula, academic standards, definitions of scholarship, social activities, and
cultural norms. They accept risk-taking and the unknown. These writers are
not your real or fictional honors educators of yore.
The contributors to the Forum and also the authors of major research
essays responded to the following Call for Papers, which was distributed to all
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members of the National Collegiate Honors Council in the NCHC newsletter and in the previous issue of JNCHC:
The next issue of JNCHC (deadline: September 1, 2021) invites
research essays on any topic of interest to the honors community.
The issue will also include a Forum focused on the theme “Honors
after COVID,” in which we invite honors educators to look beyond
the urgencies of the moment and imagine the pandemic’s impact on
the future of honors in higher education. We invite essays of roughly
1000–2000 words that consider this theme in a practical and/or theoretical context.
The lead essay for the Forum (available at <https://www.nchchonors.
org/uploaded/NCHC_FILES/Pubs/Pandemic_Peril.pdf ?utm_
source=Direct&utm_medium=Informz&utm_campaign=Bulk%20
Email>) is by François G. Amar of the University of Maine. In his
essay, “Honors in the Post-Pandemic World: Situation Perilous,”
Amar provides a wide-ranging yet succinct description of the changes
wrought by COVID and speculation about how these changes,
though perilous, can lead to significant future benefits. He stresses
the moral and educational imperative of making our way through
the current crisis by adhering to “the core values of honors, such
as diversity, community, student agency, and inclusive excellence,”
which will help honors weather the coming financial contractions. At
the same time, the pandemic has taught us lessons and offered future
pathways that can advance the value of honors through benefits, like
interinstitutional collaboration, that have become a necessity during
the crisis. The synchronicity between the pandemic and the Black
Lives Matter movement has also highlighted inequities that require
renewed attention and new action that can transform honors, infusing it with deeper introspection of past and current inadequacies in
addressing issues of racial and social justice.
Contributors to the Forum on “Honors after COVID” may, but
are not obliged to, respond directly to Amar’s essay. Questions that
Forum contributors might consider include:
• Will the technologies that have been thrust upon all educators
and students be a threat to future learning or a doorway into enriched
educational options?
x
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• Will the “core values of honors, such as diversity, community,
student agency, and inclusive excellence” gain strength from the pandemic and the Black Lives Matter movement?
• Will these “core values” elicit skepticism among those who see
honors as elitist?
• Will the access made possible through Zoom and other internet
connections make honors more feasible and attractive to previously
skeptical or excluded students?
• Will the financial gains of relying increasingly on distance learning disrupt the sense of community that honors fosters?
• Will privileges for honors students—such as small class sizes,
close relationships to instructors, and opportunities for research,
study abroad, and service leaning—come under fire as unaffordable
luxuries?
• What specific forms of intra- and inter-institutional cooperation
might benefit honors both nationally and in individual programs and
colleges?
• Are national test scores likely now to become less influential in
admissions to institutions and to honors, and to what effect?
Five Forum responses and three research essays were accepted for publication.
All the responses to François G. Amar’s essay, which leads off the Forum,
affirm individual or general points he made to initiate the conversation, especially his point that the pandemic is likely to strengthen in several ways the “core
values of honors, such as diversity, community, student agency, and inclusive
excellence.” Kristine A. Miller leads off with “Business as Unusual: Honors and
Post-Pandemic Gen Z,” in which she writes, “Honors is unusual not because
it is elitist or exclusionary but because it responds directly, thoughtfully, and
creatively to the needs and concerns of each new cohort of students.” During
the pandemic, honors educators have doubled down on this creative response
to changing cultures and conditions, offering a model that can “help our institutions to question a return to business as usual and to prepare all students for
what looks like an increasingly uncertain future.” Miller offers examples from
the scholarship on honors, the values defined by the NCHC, and the innovations at her home institution, Utah State University, to explain how honors can
lead the way in a changing educational environment.
xi
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In the same spirit as Miller, Betsy Greenleaf Yarrison argues that the
disruptions and innovations caused by the pandemic at the University of Baltimore—especially in the transmutations to online learning—have offered
honors educators a chance to foster inclusion and diversity in a far more
authentic way than they had before. In “Honors the Hard Way,” Yarrison
makes the point that defining community as connectedness, be it through
online communication or other technological mechanisms, should displace
the notion that community can exist only in a defined physical space—“a
brick-and-mortar education”—especially in preparation for a virtual workplace. Students who for economic, geographical, or personal reasons cannot
put themselves in one particular space at prescribed times can now arrange
to be part of an online community, thus gaining access that would otherwise
be unavailable to them. Yarrison concludes: “This pandemic moment might
be a tipping point for examining whether a little reimagining with new technologies might help us come closer to attaining greater diversity and better
inclusion.”
In “Honors Alumni Re-Activation through Interpersonal Engagement:
Lessons Learned during COVID,” Kevin W. Dean and Michael B. Jendzurski
of West Chester University pinpoint one particular benefit to their honors
program that resulted from the pandemic: the inclusion of alumni within
the honors community. They write, “During COVID-19, we created virtual
opportunities for alumni interaction with current students in three ways:
classroom guest appearances; participation in programs sponsored by our cocurricular honors student association (HSA); and taking part in our intensive
recruitment process for incoming students in fall 2021.” To assess the value
of this expansion of the honors community to include alumni, the authors
used Qualtrics to design a participant satisfaction survey, and the results indicated a high degree of satisfaction among both current students and alums.
They identified four ways to make best use of alumni: “Capstone project
mentorship”; “Connection around professional interests”; “Collaborative
scholarship”; and “Networking and institutional support”—all benefits arising from the exigencies of the pandemic.
Another description of a specific benefit of the pandemic in inspiring
honors innovation is the focus of “‘Building Together’: City as Text™, Intersectionality, and Urban Farming during COVID-19.” Carla Janell Pattin of
the University of Toledo Main Campus describes how the concurrence of the
public health emergency with the social justice urgency of Black Lives Matter
opened up new possibilities and practices in her course Multicultural Toledo,
xii
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which “teaches students about the intersection and interaction among ableism, sexism, elitism, homophobia, and racism in land access.” Constrained by
remote learning, restrictions on travel, and social distancing, Pattin’s course
took on a new character and exigency: “Given the growing food insecurities
resulting from the economic impact of COVID-19, the students developed
a shared sense of responsibility to improve land and food justice in a local
Black community.” As a Black feminist, practitioner of intersectionaliy, and
facilitator of City as Text™, Pattin took advantage of the pandemic to create
a focus on urban farms in her class that, among other benefits, “unearthed
recruitment opportunities to attract rising scholars left out of the honors
experience.”
In the final Forum essay—“From ‘Filled’ to ‘Fulfilled’: Tech-Minimal
Experiences Bolster Core Honors Values”—Adam Blincoe and Sarai Blincoe of Longwood University depart from the previous essays in seeing the
benefits of COVID not in expanding the use of remote learning and online
technologies but in the opposite. While acknowledging the value of technology during and after the pandemic—“Videoconferencing saved our last two
semesters from oblivion, and tech solutions will help us adapt to certain postpandemic challenges”—the authors argue that tech already has an “oversized
role” in students’ lives, and low-tech solutions are a better way to address
budgetary shortages wrought by COVID. The authors recommend instead
the “Classroom as a Tech-Free Oasis” enriched by “Communal Reading and
Contemplative Walks” and by “Shabbats and Fasts.” In sum, they balance the
appreciation for technological innovations wrought by COVID with a counterargument that “tech-minimal experiences are inexpensive ways to enrich
students’ lives and make what is best about honors education flourish.”
***
The first of the three research essays in this issue of JNCHC continues
the consideration of COVID’s impact on honors education. “Building Community Online in Honors Education during the COVID-19 Pandemic,” an
essay describing impacts of the pandemic in the Netherlands, is by Annegien
Langeloo, Wietske de Vries, Birte Klusmann, and Marca Wolfensberger of the
Hanze University of Applied Sciences in Groningen. The authors describe
the quantitative results of a questionnaire that they developed and administered to thirty-seven teachers in June of 2021; the purpose of the survey
was to assess “both the quality and importance of contact with students
and colleagues as experienced by teachers as well as changes therein due to
the pandemic.” They specifically address “teachers’ well-being, community
xiii
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building in online and face-to-face education, and the subjective impact
[teachers] experienced on their teaching due to the COVID-19 pandemic.”
Their study was both quantitative, presenting in table form the “Means, Medians, Standard Deviations, and Spearman’s rho Correlation Matrix for Quality
and Importance of Contact with Students and Colleagues,” and qualitative,
eliciting answers to open-ended questions about teachers’ experiences.
Results showed that teachers started to value contact with both students and
colleagues more during the pandemic but that their opportunities to interact
with students were more frequent and satisfying than with colleagues. What
teachers missed the most was face-to-face interaction with their colleagues, a
problem that needs to be addressed as the post-pandemic evolves.
In line with the increased emphasis on holistic approaches to honors
education as advocated by Samuel Schuman and others, the next research
essay—“Human-Centered Design as a Basis for a Transformative Curriculum”—describes and evaluates an interdisciplinary curriculum adopted at
East Carolina University starting in 2017. The essay is co-authored by Bhibha
M. Das, Tim Christensen, Elizabeth Hodge, Teal Darkenwald, W. Wayne
Godwin, and Gerald Weckesser, who have been involved in the implementation of the curriculum and qualitative measurement of its success. The
authors describe the basic principles of Human-Centered Design (HCD) and
the ways it has informed the first-year, two-semester-sequence honors colloquium. The students first undertake a study of design concepts in relation to
their career paths; next, they form teams to understand complex problems
such as sexual assault on campus or environmental sustainability; and then
they “work toward prototyping possible solutions that might impact their
identified ‘wicked’ problems,” sometimes extending their study into another
year for their Signature Honors Project. A study of 98 reflective essays that
the students wrote about their experiences in the course was the basis for
identifying key themes related to the course and for determining that HCD
had achieved the goals of a “transformative learning experience” for students:
“shifting their worldview through critical reflection”; autonomous decisionmaking and understanding “their own potential for growth and change”;
and questioning “the basis of prevailing ideologies” with the possible consequence of finding “a calling to address societal problems.” The authors
conclude that honors colleges can use their strategies “post-pandemically to
engage students and manage potential pitfalls and pivots in the curriculum
and program through HCD.”
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Editor’s Introduction

This issue of JNCHC concludes with “Reading as Bearing Witness: Incorporating the Voices of Incarcerated Youth in Honors” by Lauren Collins,
Amelia Hawes, Jorgia Hawthorne, Nicole Gomez, and Erin Saldin. The essay
is a case study of a collaboration between the University of Montana’s Davidson Honors College and the nonprofit Free Verse Writing Project, which
provides an outlet for the writing of incarcerated youth. Collins and Saldin
were coordinators for the course; Hawes and Hawthorne were students; and
Nicole Gomez is Executive Director of the Free Verse Writing Project. The
authors are thus able to describe the 2020–2021 benefits of the course, titled
“Ways of Knowing,” to the faculty and students as well as to the nonprofit
agency. The readings for the course included multiple publications written
by incarcerated student youths and published through or by the Free Verse
Writing Project. The student writers came from four detention facilities in
Montana, and they reflected on “the themes of isolation, anxiety, fear, family,
home, exploration, whimsy, and discovery contemplated while experiencing
incarceration during a pandemic.” Publication of their writing gave them “a
platform where they can express themselves freely without being limited by
the criminal label that has come to define them in the public eye.” For the
honors students, “reading personal stories from incarcerated youth put into
perspective what a difficult and isolating experience detention can be” and led
them to “consider the roles they played in systems of oppression.” The course
was an opportunity for “honors students to read as a form of bearing witness
to the lives and struggles of marginalized voices,” which is a potent way to
fulfill one of the core values of honors education both now and in the future.
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Abstract: The COVID pandemic has exacerbated structural, demographic, and
financial challenges faced by American higher education institutions and their honors programs and colleges. Likewise, the Black Lives Matter movement has made
plain the inequities in the higher education sector. The new “normal” post-COVID
will challenge honors practitioners to address these inequities in a landscape of even
greater competition for even scarcer resources. Doubling down on the core values
of honors, such as diversity, community, student agency, and inclusive excellence,
will help programs define and articulate their worth in this new environment. This
essay presents ways in which the communicative and collaborative technologies
that helped sustain higher education during the coronavirus crisis can be marshaled
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research to benefit students and faculty alike.
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W

riting in late winter of 2021, I share my colleagues’—indeed, the whole
world’s—desire to get back to normal. On the horizon, the administration of the COVID vaccines on a mass scale promises a first step in the
return to normalcy, but what will that new “normal” be for all of us—students, faculty, and administrators alike—in the emerging landscape of higher
education? The pandemic has exacerbated structural, demographic, and
financial challenges facing all but the most elite institutions. The pandemic
response and the Black Lives Matter movement have both made plain the
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stark inequalities facing people of color and other marginalized communities
across all sectors of society, including higher education. While many of the
adaptations to the COVID crisis may prove durable and useful, others may
persist due simply to financial exigency. I posit that the post-pandemic era
will be full of perils for honors: thriving or merely surviving will depend on
being clear about the values of honors and its value-proposition for college
students, for faculty, and for their institutions.

fundamental values of honors
At its core, honors is a community of opportunity. By this I mean that it
brings together a diverse body of motivated students and innovative faculty
to create an environment in which students are challenged to take initiative
and develop agency. They are also asked to reflect on their own education and
on the ethical and societal contexts in which their disciplines and communities of practice are immersed. In this way, honors deliberately moves students
beyond training for a career based on a major and toward a broader interdisciplinary perspective.
This development of students’ agency starts with academics: capping
class sizes allows for more interaction among students and with the instructor
in the academic setting. Many honors students report that their honors seminar is the only course in the first semester, or first year, in which they can get
to know every member of the class by their first name. A measure of the interaction between students and instructor is the number of reference letters that
honors faculty are called on to write for their students seeking internships,
fellowships, and other opportunities even though the faculty member may
have no connection to the student’s major field of study. From the first-year
seminar to learning communities to undergraduate research and the thesis/
capstone, honors programs typically engage students in all or nearly all of
George Kuh’s ten high-impact practices (Kuh, 2008).
In both curricular and extracurricular settings, honors students are also
encouraged to take on service projects and engage with the larger institution
and the community beyond. At the University of Maine (UMaine), for example, our successful Research Collaborative (RC) model has been designed to
combine interdisciplinary team building with high-impact research informed
by community stakeholders using a knowledge-to-action model (Amar et al.,
2016; Silka, 2010; Clark & Dickson, 2003). This approach allows students to
broaden their perspective on their major and in some cases leads them to new
paths that fit their emerging priorities and sense of self. In many cases, the
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projects taken up by students in an RC form the basis for their honors thesis/
capstone work.

challenges
The COVID pandemic has affected every component of the student
experience in honors, starting with recruiting and admitting/inviting an
entering first-year class and then on-boarding those students and helping
them develop an academic and social community. The pandemic has curtailed upper-level students’ plans for experiential and community-engaged
learning and has barred them from traveling to conferences or from study
abroad. Finally, thesis research or other capstone projects have been severely
affected by restrictions in access to laboratories, libraries, and community settings. Adding insult to injury, student graduates in 2020 and 2021 were not,
by and large, able to celebrate their achievements collectively with their families and classmates.
In spring and summer of 2020, safety concerns forced most recruiting
and orientation events online while, at the same time, the Black Lives Matter movement brought new urgency to addressing how admissions practices
reinforce structural inequality in higher education. Honors programs and colleges have a special responsibility in this endeavor as they are generally more
selective than their home institutions. This past fall, NCHC issued a task force
report on “Honors Enrollment Management: Toward a Theory and Practice
of Inclusion” (Badenhausen et al., 2021) that contains recommendations for
practices that can enhance diversity and inclusion in the honors population.
Evaluating how to implement these recommendations will be essential over
the next few years. Likewise, we must ascertain that these changes result in
measurable improvements in access to honors education for students of color
and those from marginalized groups.
For rising high school seniors, access to standardized testing was curtailed
during the pandemic, and many colleges and universities made test scores
optional to level the admissions playing field. It is not clear how effective this
strategy has been: early reports on shifts in numbers of applications at Ivy
League versus less elite institutions suggest that the generalized removal of
national test scores from applications has advantaged the more elite institutions (Nierenberg, 2021). Since many public universities and smaller colleges
are heavily tuition-dependent, significant drops in numbers of applications
could strongly affect institutional viability and endanger the honors programs
that they host.
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One of the big challenges for honors during the pandemic has been creating community while losing a sense of place. The close connections between
students, along with the ability to drop into a faculty office or honors lounge
or study space, have been lost. Online group meetings via Zoom or Google
chat provide a substitute, but they are a pale imitation of the original. Despite
our Zoom fatigue, though, our online access has been a boon for most of us:
without these online tools, many (more) higher education faculty would
likely have been laid off or furloughed. Only time will tell if a certain few will
emerge, like Isaac Newton from his quarantine year of 1665, with revolutionary ideas that can change the world (Ott, 2020).
Honors budget shortfalls in late 2020 and in 2021 were mitigated somewhat by the ability to shift funds set aside for travel or community events to
pay for new technology or simply to fund the deficit. To the extent that some
of those shifted dollars are not coming back because of reduced enrollment
or continued higher costs in other arenas, honors may face an ongoing problem with funds for the programming that builds community and encourages
engagement with larger societal issues. Many challenges of the post-pandemic
era will be tied to a scarcity of resources in higher education, and honors programs/colleges will need to balance the resource needs of honors curricula
and extracurricular activities with the opportunity cost of failing to maintain
thriving honors programs.
Honors education requires initiatives such as UMaine’s RC, but they
necessitate resources in the form of faculty time, funds for student work,
travel expenses, stakeholder/participant costs, and costs of materials and
supplies for research, so we will need to be creative. In the tradition of honorsas-laboratory-for-innovation, we co-designed a request for proposals titled
“Interdisciplinary Undergraduate Research Collaboratives” with the Office
of the Vice-President for Research; that office then provided seed funding for
five projects that were implemented by undergraduate teams with guidance
from several faculty and other stakeholders. Such innovations and collaborations will be important to the future of honors in times of financial duress.
Like most honors educators, I view honors as a community of students
and faculty who are in it together. In remote and hybrid classes, even small
seminars, many students have trouble staying engaged. The interaction
between students is artificial compared to in-person instruction, and technology glitches are common enough to render any given class problematic. At
the same time, faculty—in addition to teaching the class—are being asked
to backstop students in many ways that are related to emotional and mental
6
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well-being. Faculty burnout is more likely in this situation, further disrupting
the sense of a community that connects students not only to each other but
to their teachers.
The central questions for honors educators are 1) how we can adapt to
whatever new normal confronts us and potentially devalues the core principles of honors and 2) how much agency we will have to define the new
normal in collaboration with our students. I am somewhat pessimistic. Financial pressures will push higher education to become more “efficient,” with
larger classes, fewer opportunities to enrich our students’ experiences, and
less funding for research- and conference-related travel. Unless significant
changes are made to the funding formulas for public institutions in particular,
many students will seek the most efficient route to a degree or credential and
eschew the extra work of honors no matter how beneficial it may be to their
long-term career and personal goals.

lessons learned
A bright spot for me lies in identifying and responding to salutary aspects
of the new tools and work habits occasioned by the pandemic, which we can
use to double down on the core principles and promote them ever more
strongly outside the boundaries of honors. The same tools that have allowed
higher education to survive the pandemic offer some new opportunities for
collaboration. Our ability to adapt and retain agency will rely on more collaboration, not less. In some sense, distance has been erased and our big worry
in using these tools is dealing with time—making sure that participants from
different time zones can all meet synchronously. I outline three such opportunities below.
As the pandemic restrictions set in during March of 2020, I was able to
observe the way teams of students and faculty used Zoom and other online
communications to keep high-impact research projects moving forward even
though each member of the team was in a different location. For example, the
Servant Heart RC in honors at UMaine, in which I participate, works on educational projects in Sierra Leone and leveraged the increased familiarity with
tools like Zoom and WhatsApp to engage in more real-time conversations
with our Sierra Leonean partners than had occurred prior to COVID restrictions. Students were also afforded consistent leadership practice within teams
(Amar et al., 2020). The increased comfort with online meetings and remote
collaboration will allow for more flexible definition of partnerships and collaboration at a distance and across state and national boundaries.
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Remote collaboration has also allowed folks who might not be able to
attend a traditional in-person meeting at a given location to participate fully in
committee work and board meetings of various kinds. I see a real benefit to continuing to use these tools to promote collaborations between honors programs
and, in particular, to further articulation agreements between two- and fouryear schools, communication between rural and urban schools, international
collaborations, and collaborative research experiences for undergraduates
from institutions with different resources and diverse student bodies.
One kind of collaboration that interests me is offering joint courses and
curricula across different institutional and geographical contexts, or what I
call “contrasting cases pedagogy.” Dan Schwartz and his colleagues find (in
a physics learning context) that when students are asked to invent concepts
within an environment that highlights “contrasting cases,” there is better
learning and knowledge transfer (Schwartz et al., 2011). I suggest that as students from different environments reflect on wicked problems like the food
system or climate change, salient differences between contexts will help them
make distinctions and reflect more deeply on what they take for granted in
their own environment. For example, an interinstitutional course can use our
new technologies to allow teams to explore the impacts of climate change in
Maine and Utah, for instance, as a means to broaden student perspectives in
both geographical contexts.

conclusion
The pandemic’s disruptions of higher education and of honors have been
profound. If the national response to the economic crisis includes adequate
help for education via national and state aid to public institutions as well as
help for students to minimize debt, my pessimism with respect to resources
may be unwarranted. The way forward for honors, in my view, is to continue
to articulate and to act on our core values, most notably those of diversity,
equity, and inclusion, by enhancing collaborations within and across our
institutions.
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One mustn’t refuse the unusual, if it is offered to one.
—Agatha Christie, Passenger to Frankfurt

H

onors education is unusual by definition: its “measurably broader,
deeper, or more complex” learning experiences have long challenged the
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pedagogical and administrative norms of postsecondary education (“Definition”). With the Delta variant’s surge as we enter the pandemic’s second year,
the “hope that we’re going to go back to where we were” in higher education—
that we can return to business as usual—seems increasingly like “wishful
thinking” (Fischer 22). The pandemic challenges that François G. Amar identifies in the Forum’s lead essay—community-building, local and global
student engagement, research and creative opportunity, equity and inclusion,
and budgetary pressure—face not only honors but all of higher education, and
Amar’s call for clarity about “the values of honors and its value proposition for
college students, for faculty, and for their institutions” (2) echoes the national
call for clarity about the value of postsecondary education. At a time when
business as usual is no longer a viable option, the honors approach to business
as unusual can help define the value and impact of higher education.
National demand for such definition is growing. As part of The Chronicle
of Higher Education’s 2020 report on The Post-Pandemic College, Rick Staisloff contends in “Business Models” that “higher education is no longer simply
being asked to change. Change will be forced on it” because “accumulated
decades of inattention to costs and the lack of return on investment for students, colleges, and states have revealed the unsustainability of the business
model” (45). Karin Fischer’s essay on “The Student Experience” grounds
this post-pandemic prediction in the values of Gen Z, the current generation
of students born between 1995 and 2010: “Gen Z will question the return
on investment and look for college to become a better bridge to work” and
to deliver a set of marketable credentials as efficiently and inexpensively as
possible (23). Jeffrey J. Selingo’s more recent report for The Chronicle on The
Future of Gen Z (2021) explains what this positive “return on investment”
might look like by examining pandemic and post-pandemic education
through the lens of student focus groups. In Selingo’s groups, 82% of students
said they now believe that “safety, well-being, and inclusion are as important
as academic rigor” in higher education (18). These students quite clearly
define what they hope they will get out of their investment in higher education: they not only expect colleges and universities to prepare them for the
future by “making better connections between what they’re learning in the
moment and how they will use that learning after graduation” (28), but they
also “see themselves as agents of change” and expect higher education to support their efforts to make a difference on “issues like racial justice, climate
change, and social mobility” (25). Overall, the report suggests that Gen Z and
their families expect higher education to 1) deliver value in both classroom
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and co-curricular experiences, 2) support diversity with specific and targeted
programs, and 3) ensure positive outcomes for graduates in an uncertain job
market (30). Higher education’s business model will remain unsustainable, as
Staisloff and Fischer suggest, until institutions align their financial, pedagogical, and student-services resources with these expectations.
Research has shown that honors education regularly delivers on such
expectations by giving students the opportunity to maximize learning, the
resources to act for the common good, and the guidance and support to
develop personally and professionally. Published just before the pandemic,
The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education offers data to support these
value assertions by applying “a variety of different methods and exploring a
variety of different outcomes” at “a diversity of institutions and institution
types” (Cognard-Black 10). Even allowing for the fact that honors students
“tend to start college in a stronger position in terms of academic preparation,”
Andrew J. Cognard-Black concludes that the “results presented in this volume are a forceful answer to the question of whether honors adds value, and
the evidence indicates that the answer to the question is yes” (10). Putting
this discussion of value into the context of the pandemic, the “Big Hearts, Big
Minds” Forum in the fall 2020 issue of the Journal of the National Collegiate
Honors Council “addresses the ideals of honors education and starts [. . .] to
assess how these ideals can survive or even thrive in the new landscape of the
virus” (Long ix). Including essays on the responsibility of the “compassionate
educator” (Bhavsar) and the whole honors student (Coleman and Dotter)
to model compassionate education (Hartup) and social justice (Gill) across
campus, the Forum initiates a conversation about how honors programs and
colleges can and do respond directly and meaningfully to Gen Z’s growing
concern that undergraduate education deliver value, diversity, and positive
career outcomes.
This kind of response is both unusual and necessary in higher education today. Amar is right to assert in his lead essay that “[d]oubling down on
the core values of honors, such as diversity, community, student agency, and
inclusive excellence, will help programs define and articulate their worth in
this new environment” and thus make the case for continued institutional
support of honors education. However, because the “perils for honors” in the
post-pandemic era extend well beyond honors itself, I would argue that his
call for “collaborations within and across our institutions” is crucial. The best
way to preserve honors education is to work with others on our campuses to
make the case that higher education delivers to all students clear educational
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value, deep engagement with a diverse community, and marked pathways
to the future. Recognizing the mismatch between the brevity of a Forum
response and the gravity of this situation in higher education, I do not mean
to suggest that honors has all the answers. Rather, I argue that honors education is unusual in all the right ways for our current time and that, as Agatha
Christie warns, “One mustn’t refuse the unusual, if it is offered to one” (10).
At a time when much of higher education is trying to return to normal, honors programs and colleges can help reframe conversations about our own and
our institutions’ survival by defining and arguing for a business-as-unusual
approach to higher education. I offer in the following pages a few ideas from
my own institution, Utah State University (USU), to illustrate how this work
might begin.
I should open this discussion by acknowledging the difficulty of pedagogical innovation and institutional collaboration, especially during a pandemic.
On a very basic level, honors educators can and should continue to explore
approaches to the high-impact pedagogical practices articulated and promoted by the American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U),
a set of standards that many institutions share with their honors programs
and colleges (“High-Impact”). However, the pandemic has increased the
challenges of both engaging in such high-impact pedagogy and transforming honors blueprints for courses and programming into the large-scale
structures that serve all students. Our current circumstances have demanded
a focus on the local, a commitment to continue educating honors students
as usual, even if that “usual” has become something of an approximation. At
USU, a state land-grant research institution, the honors program has doubled
down, as Amar suggests we should, on the value of an honors education,
emphasizing how honors students benefit from guided reflection on their
educational experiences throughout our curriculum, particularly given the
often disparate, disconnected experience of the pandemic. However, a closer
look at how honors students share these benefits with their communities can
teach us as honors educators a great deal about serving our institutions more
broadly. For example, as students in USU’s Honors Leadership Academy have
practiced specific skills in the areas of ambassadorship, publicity, peer education, and community-building over the past year, they have been both eager
and prepared to apply those skills for the common good at the programmatic,
institutional, and national levels. Like our students, we as honors educators
can increase our impact as leaders at and beyond our institutions only if we
are willing to extend our immediate concerns and responsibilities into our
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work as the institutional ambassadors, publicists, peer educators, and community-builders that our colleges and universities need both during and after
this pandemic.
Although bringing honors voices into crucial institutional and national
conversations is often challenging, we can begin this work strategically with
both programming to increase the public visibility of honors and partnerships
to support high-impact educational practices for all. At USU, for example, a
new Honors Cares series focuses on well-being and community-building in
and beyond the honors program. The series places the honors community
visibly at the heart of our campus community through public stress-reduction
activities, such as outdoor, professionally run “puppy parties,” regular honors
hikes in the mountains surrounding our institution, and even honors physical
education courses focused on world dance, strength and conditioning, and
yoga. Of particular note in this series is our weekly Honors Laughter Practice,
which meets outdoors on the central campus quad to practice “laughter yoga,”
a guided exercise focused on breathing and laughter as community-building
and stress-reduction tools. We invite all students, faculty, and staff to join this
activity, with the goal of contributing to campus well-being and challenging
misled assumptions about the exclusivity of honors education. In addition
to partnering with a range of other USU units (including all academic colleges and departments and most student-services offices), the USU Honors
Program regularly foregrounds its central place in our institution by making
honors programming as visible and accessible as possible and looking for the
types of cross-campus collaborative opportunities that Amar mentions.
The potential impact of honors on institutional direction has perhaps
become most clear in the area of admissions over the course of the pandemic.
Amar cites the National Collegiate Honors Council’s (NCHC) recently published position paper on enrollment management, which argues for making
honors as inclusive as it is engaging and for cultivating not just academic
talent but student capacity for growth-mindset learning (“Honors Enrollment Management”). Despite pandemic challenges, many honors programs
and colleges have worked hard to continue building diverse, inclusive student communities, both virtually and in person. As The Chronicle indicates,
members of Gen Z tend to believe in inclusion and are eager to contribute
to the common good, and honors regularly prepares students for such work
(Post-Pandemic College). At USU, for example, we involve advanced honors
students in our holistic admissions review; feature courses and small, crossdisciplinary, faculty-led reading groups (“Honors Book Labs”) on topics
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related to inclusion, equity, climate change, and other contemporary challenges; and offer upstander training and regular practice in civil discourse.
More expansively, as the NCHC position paper also suggests, honors
educators can work with other institutional leaders to help shape policies and
initiatives that empower all students. In my role as honors director here at
USU, I serve on many university-wide working groups, including the placement exam task force and the committee for equity and inclusion. Also,
honors faculty share inclusive pedagogical ideas and strategies from their
honors courses and Book Labs at local and national teaching workshops.
Such broad collaborative work on equity and inclusion leads to the institutional and national changes in admissions, curriculum, and student services
that contemporary students both expect and need.
By preparing students to act for the common good and helping them to
understand the value and impact of an undergraduate education, colleges and
universities can lay the groundwork for positive post-graduation outcomes
even in uncertain times. Once again, honors professional-development programs are unusual in their authentic, proactive response to the needs and
concerns of Gen Z students and in their recognition that undergraduates
who understand the value of their personal and professional development—
including their growth as change agents—can envision their next steps and
lead others to embrace that vision. At USU, for example, honors students
prepare thoughtfully and intentionally for the future by participating in virtual or in-person internships for honors credit; honors alumni mentoring
engages current students and alumni in conversations about professional
development and the value of honors; and The Honors Passion Project, a
monthly Zoom series features the quirky passions and hobbies of our alumni.
Both student reflections and alumni feedback suggest that these initiatives
improve understanding of the lasting value of an undergraduate education,
and the USU Honors Program has thus broadened its institutional impact
by developing and sharing best practices for virtual alumni engagement and
hybrid approaches to student professional development with our institution’s
alumni-relations and advancement teams. We hope in the coming year to
collaborate with USU’s newly renovated career development center, sharing
honors professional-development programming and curriculum with students across the institution as a whole and thus turning honors business as
unusual into an institutional norm.
The pandemic is not over, making it both difficult and dangerous to predict the educational landscape of the post-pandemic world. What seems clear
to me in this unstable moment is that the business of higher education is no
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longer running as usual, and honors can offer real, unusual answers to the
pressing question of how best to prepare our students for the future. Honors is unusual not because it is elitist or exclusionary but because it responds
directly, thoughtfully, and creatively to the needs and concerns of each new
cohort of students. Too often institutions of higher education react to calls
for a better business model by cutting costs and reducing value with cheap
credentials and easy paths to a degree. A better—and more sustainable—
approach is to define, articulate, and deliver the value of higher education to
all students and thus to justify and advocate for its necessary costs. Because
honors educators are both individually and collectively experienced in this
work, we have a responsibility to help ground institutional visions for the
future of higher education. A newly released NCHC honors advocacy toolkit
helps programs and colleges make the case that honors can and should play
this central, collaborative role in defining post-pandemic institutional priorities, plans, and actions. Building on the creative approaches that our honors
programs and colleges have taken to engage students during the pandemic,
we can now help our institutions to question a return to business as usual and
to prepare all students for what looks like an increasingly uncertain future.
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Abstract: The conventional structure of most honors colleges made it difficult to
deliver curricula and programming during the global health pandemic. Traditional
modalities for content delivery and community building did not always adapt well
to online environments. By requiring that honors students come to campus, programs have been offering a brick-and-mortar education to prepare their students
for a virtual workplace. Instead of clinging to what has now become obsolete or cost
prohibitive, honors practitioners must think creatively about what honors education in virtual reality might look like. The author suggests a reallocation of resources
from physical to virtual spaces and argues that virtual communities make honors
more affordable to a wider cross-section of students. Transcending the physical
makes post-pandemic honors more democratic and can widen the circle of inclusion to make honors programs more diverse as well.
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T

he Plague Year has changed American higher education forever. Call
it a watershed moment, or a tipping point, or a black swan, the global
pandemic focused attention with laser accuracy on the value and limits of
knowledge in the fast-moving, global civilization to which our magical technologies have brought us. The spread of COVID-19 in a matter of months
brought a nineteenth-century terror into a twenty-first-century world with
cataclysmic vengeance. A century of medical advances that had helped us
cure diseases were useless against one about which we knew nothing because
we lacked data. We were powerless without the information necessary to create a vaccine. Humans can accelerate with decentralization and collaboration,
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but nature cannot be rushed. We found ourselves in a maelstrom of excess
information with limited visibility and no path through it because there was
no existing knowledge. Wicked problems demand complex, interdisciplinary solutions. They need the most imaginative minds, the most elastic and
innovative thinkers, collaborating to solve them. Just to live in this world, all
college students now need an education that stretches them to think beyond
their reach, in other words—an honors education. Honors students need
such an education most of all because they are the ones to whom we will turn
to solve the problems.
But what should a post-pandemic honors education look like? François
G. Amar craves a “return to normalcy,” but what is “normal”—consistent with
our expectations? average or typical? within two standard deviations? The
pandemic made it difficult to deliver honors as we have always done it. After
we have been thrust out of the cave into the blinding light, we are tempted
to feel overwhelmed and want to scurry right back in. But what if the pandemic was an augury, a meteor strike, an apocalyptic flood bringing with it
an opportunity for epiphany? What if “normal” isn’t good enough anymore?
What if a paradigm shift is in order? What if the narrative here is that the old
world of honors must be reborn as something new and different before it is
able to incorporate the “core values . . . such as diversity, community, student
agency, and inclusive excellence”?
Amar characterizes honors as “imperiled,” and he is not wrong. The year
2020 showed that the ways honors programs have been conventionally structured does not transplant well to online environments, but that does not
mean we should be looking back with nostalgia to the old paradigm as we
move ahead into the twenty-first century. We honors types are a bit prone to
self-serving bias when we take credit for the transformative successes of our
honors programs but ascribe their failures to outside circumstances such as
underfunding, hostile legislatures or administrators, or resistance from nonhonors faculty. We need to ask ourselves what honors must do to survive now
that the world has profoundly changed.
If we are to reimagine ourselves going forward, we would do well to listen
to why students turn us down or drop out—or ask them why they never apply
in the first place. We need to ask ourselves if we are molding and adapting
students to the expectations of our honors program or if we are molding and
adapting our program to boost and nurture students’ expectations for themselves. Making products is easier; breathing life into individuals is harder, but
it nourishes agency and self-efficacy, so if that is what we seek, we need to
20

Hard Way

interrogate our own best practices to see why some of them do not seem likely
to survive the voyage to the new digital world of higher education. Instead of
clinging to what has now become obsolete or too costly, however beloved,
we may need to find new kinds of “activities” that, as the National Collegiate
Honors Council (NCHC) website claims in its definition of honors, “are
measurably broader, deeper, and more complex than comparable learning
experiences typically found at institutions of higher education.” We need
to accept Amar’s challenge to find “ways in which the communicative and
collaborative technologies that helped sustain higher education during the
coronavirus crisis can be marshaled to enhance intra- and inter-institutional
collaborations in teaching, learning, and research to benefit students and faculty alike.”
Ours is a digital age, yet our traditions are anchored in our special places:
honors classrooms, honors residence halls, directors’ offices, honors lounges,
and study rooms. Most honors faculty and students would agree with Amar
that “[o]ne of the big challenges for honors during the pandemic has been
creating community while losing a sense of place.” But not every “place” is
material. Students live in many virtual communities: social media platforms,
MMOs, family phone circles, chatrooms, and virtual worlds populated
entirely by avatars. They are comfortable in places where faculty may not yet
be. As they see it, a virtual world is not a poor substitute for the other; rather,
each exists where the other cannot. They are complementary. But honors programs and colleges have their resources and expertise invested in a college
experience that is place-dependent. We are giving students brick-and-mortar
preparation for what is already becoming a virtual workplace. We should be
thinking about what honors in virtual reality should look like.
This pandemic moment might be a tipping point for examining whether a
little reimagining with new technologies might help us come closer to attaining greater diversity and better inclusion. If we want a diverse array of students
to feel included in honors, it is counterintuitive to exclude them, especially
pre-emptively with admissions policies that set criteria more accurately predicted by zip code than by intellectual merit. Honors programs have never, in
fact, been diverse or inclusive. They extend to a chosen group an invitation to
a cruise on a privileged aircraft to a serious of preselected destinations that are
better than the destinations available to their fellow students in coach. However, to get this first-class ticket, they must demonstrate that they are excellent
at doing what others want them to do; since secondary education does not
really reward intellectual imagination, it is not surprising that students don’t
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expect much agency in choosing the courses that will constitute the beginning of their college education. Although honors programs do give students
intellectual agency in the classroom, most also demand that, to continue to
have access to such classes, they must maintain the same level of achievement in college as in high school. Their grades in all courses, not just honors
courses, must be superior. Amar contends that “honors is a community of
opportunity [that] brings together a diverse body of motivated students and
innovative faculty to create an environment in which students are challenged
to take initiative and develop agency,” but students may see honors differently
if the only way to do undergraduate research is to work in a faculty member’s
lab on a project that you did not originate or if you must avoid the more challenging courses to keep your GPA high enough for graduate school.
One of the ways that the traditional model of a well-designed honors program is rigid is that, to experience it, you must come to it: we cannot bring
it to you. Honors classes, community-building activities, enrichment events,
trips, and conferences—all depend on the participants’ physical presence on
site. To study abroad, you must go abroad. To do Partners in the Parks, you
must be able to travel. These amenities have never been available to our honors students at the University of Baltimore because our students have jobs
and families. They must pay their own way through school, or their employers
must, so they may have to choose between an honors event at the university
or Back-to-School night. If acceptance into an honors program means they
will have to take a common core of classes at the same time everyone else
in the program is taking them because they are only offered once, students
must decline to be in the program at all. We have offered an honors experience tailored to these students for forty years, as have community colleges,
but only now are they beginning to enter flagship universities in significant
enough numbers that the problems cited in “Honors Enrollment Management: Toward a Theory and Practice of Inclusion” (Badenhausen, Buss, et al.,
2021) have become apparent.
When the pandemic made it impossible for universities to offer any
classes in person, a whole new world opened ways for our students to attend
class, and our attendance went up. Students came to class on their phones
from Panera Bread or from their living rooms, their hospital rooms, their
cars, or their desks at work. The attendance at the Maryland Collegiate
Honors Council’s virtual conference in 2021 had more than double its best
attendance ever because the pandemic forced us to take the conference to
them via Zoom rather than insist that everyone take the day off from work
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and from class to drive to the university, which might be close by or three
hours away. We had struggled for years with students coming only to make
their presentations and going home without taking advantage of the conference. On Zoom, everyone came and stayed. We never want to give up this
circle of inclusion.
Honors programs are rarely diverse because they are usually not inclusive. They were conceived for traditional-age students who live on campus
or nearby and do not have full-time jobs or families who present competing
demands on their time. Such students correctly perceived that their intellectual gifts would allow them to manage a regular load and stand out as
achievers but also that the demands on their time would not be too great a
burden. Enrollment in our programs thus mirrors the kinds of students they
have been designed to attract. Ironically, given the cost of higher education,
this model of enriched learning for students who have nothing to do but go
to school is out of date even for our own traditional population. Almost all
college students these days have jobs or family obligations. While intellectual
gifts and intrinsic motivation are distributed randomly across all demographic groups, what some have and others do not are money and time; we
can make ourselves more inclusive by reimagining our programs so that they
don’t require these advantages.
Financing honors programs is always a struggle because enrichment
costs money. Someone has to pay for the small classes, the faculty time for
undergraduate research, and the extracurricular programs, and universities
are chary of the cost of honors because they do not always see the value.
Inevitably, some of the cost falls to the students themselves in the form of
scholarships for which they must maintain a certain GPA or service to the
program in its ceaseless quest for outside funding. The cost of preparing
to enter an honors program falls to the students’ families before they even
arrive: a house in a more expensive neighborhood with better schools, test
preparation classes and multiple standardized tests, enrichment programs at
the secondary level. Amar is quite right in assuming that we will probably
now need to make do with less, but we could also respond to the pandemic
by rethinking our expensive model, making it less costly and perhaps more
inclusive in the process.
I teach a course every semester in the Rhetoric of Digital Communication: I taught it through the 2016 and 2018 election cycles, two presidential
impeachments, the Kavanaugh hearings, the deaths of Ruth Bader Ginsburg
and George Floyd, the trial of Derek Chauvin, and the pandemic. No textbook
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was required: the primary material on the internet provided enough source
material for a lifetime, and Aristotle and Cicero are in the public domain.
Every speech imaginable is on YouTube, including Sam Waterston as Lincoln and Alfré Woodard or Cicely Tyson as Sojourner Truth. Our own City
as Text™ is free, and you don’t need high test scores to do it in ways that are
unquestionably deeper, broader, and more complex than anything you will
learn in a lecture hall. City as Text works anywhere: When it first came out, I
had our students read The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks and then sent them
out to Turner Station and Dundalk and Hopkins Hospital and Crownsville
to visit the places where she had lived and died, take pictures, interview the
residents, and develop a Henrietta Lacks museum.
We tell the University of Baltimore students that the city is their classroom, and something like that is true for every institution. Honors programs
work best when they are built from the ground up based on the best practices
of the home institution, its mission and vision, and the needs and goals of its
own population rather than imported from another institution and expected
to fit. The NCHC teaches best practices in the design of honors programs,
but we also recognize that a program designed for an R1 flagship institution
may not work for a branch campus of that same university with a history as an
HBC. Crafting honors programs from scratch that build on the strengths of
their own institutions takes work, but such programs are more likely to endure
than those with designs that came off the rack, and they will resist destruction by a pandemic or any other natural disaster because their students are
stakeholders, not just customers. A campus’s honors program should match
its landscape, both physical and virtual, because that landscape must be its
culture. A sense of belonging to the culture will build and sustain community
better than the transitory occupation of common space. Social media have
allowed us to reach out early to prospective students and stay in touch with
alumni and have been a lifeline to students who were isolated or banished
during the pandemic. Electronic communities should not be shelved now
that the crisis has abated but should be nurtured so they can continue until
and after graduation.
We can spend money on technology that we are now spending on buildings and overhead. Facebook Workplace is already available (I am beta-testing
it in a class this semester), and it will tell us whether the way students are
treated changes if the instructor and other students don’t know one another’s
age, gender, ethnicity, hairstyle, clothing preferences, or anything but the
inside of their minds. Corporations are already moving aggressively toward
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virtual space as a cost-cutting measure, and Amar is no doubt right that some
universities will be following suit. If honors programs can show universities
that they can have a thriving cyberspace community at no cost, they can be
the innovators in preparing students for the workspace they are about to
enter. Software designed originally to permit virtual meetings in corporations
has improved so radically with the infusion of cash from desperate organizations, including universities, that two years after tiptoeing onto Zoom, we can
now have students zoom into an in-person class that is being livestreamed
through its projector. Economies of scale now allow software companies to
sell licenses for Zoom™, WebEx™, and Teams™ at prices affordable even to
cash-poor colleges and universities.
Like every other strategy that meets honors students where they are rather
than forcing them to make pilgrimages to a sacred space, online adaptations
will broaden our reach and make us more attractive to a wider assortment
of highly motivated students who need honors to be accessible. The answer
to Ada Long’s question—“Will the technologies that have been thrust upon
all educators and students be a threat to future learning or a doorway into
enriched educational options?”—is this: they will be what we choose them to
be. We can see them as portals into a new world of honors education that is
more democratic and pluralistic and where our students have already begun
to live, or we can choose to play “Nearer, My God, to Thee” (exquisitely) and
go down with the Titanic.
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Abstract: The 2020–2021 academic year presented many challenges to honors
educators, including their ability to support honors education as a community of
opportunity in virtual learning environments. This study considers how remote
learning platforms emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic illuminated previously
underutilized resources, such as alumni. Authors describe programming that emphasizes opportunities for interpersonal engagement between students and alumni and
maximizes potential for relationship building and communal longevity. Intersections
for alumni/student virtual connection in classrooms are identified, as are co-curricular
events and recruitment initiatives for prospective students. To assess impact, a survey
instrument was designed according to a conceptual model of student engagement and
satisfaction level and distributed to enrolled honors students. Beyond simply assessing the value students experience in the moment, researchers also evaluate how virtual
experiences with alumni motivated students to attend similar events, promote such
events to peers, and engage as alumni participants post-graduation. The survey provides
an opportunity for students to share free responses; and subsequent content analysis of
student response identifies common themes. Results reinforce current literature, suggesting that alumni participation in the curricular and co-curricular life of an honors
community illustrates the value of human capital. Alumni provide a motivational force
that challenges students to critically reflect on issues such as vocational discernment,
networking, embracing undergraduate experiences, and resiliency. Authors conclude
with ideas on future collaborations between honors alumni and students.
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O

n March 11, 2020, our university president announced the extension of
spring break by an additional week to prepare everyone for 100% online
education in response to COVID-19. No one could have imagined that we
would remain remote through the next full academic year. As we scrambled
to discover strategies for providing meaningful educational experiences and
maintaining our commitment to François G. Amar’s notion of honors as a
“community of opportunity,” it became apparent that socio-emotional needs
of our students needed as much attention as pedagogical considerations.
Committed to capitalizing on community as a foundational honors experience, we asked ourselves two questions: 1) How can we create meaningful
interpersonal engagement in an online environment? 2) How can we preserve our honors community given a completely virtual college experience?
Amar accurately captured our bleak concerns about the status of our
university’s financial situation, so prudence caused us to shift attention to
resources beyond funding. What we had in abundance was human capital.
Specifically, we rediscovered a population of untapped stakeholders: our
alumni. We had previously neglected alumni as active contributors to our
program largely because of geographic distance, but remote learning opened
doors for them. Alumni could now contribute gifts of social/network relationships, intellect, and life experiences, promoting community connections
and enriching our curriculum in a time of pandemic upheaval.
Harvard economist Claudia Golden’s (2016) work on the power of human
capital notes that investing in individuals beyond financial incentives—offering education, networks, skill development, and experience—results in
greater productivity for the population being served. Human capital offers
non-financial currency in the form of time and shared life experience. Investment of time and shared history from program alumni strengthens the
community both vertically and horizontally, adding depth and history to our
community and extending it beyond current membership.
West Chester University of Pennsylvania (WCUPA) Honors Program is
like many others, as Amar suggests, in attributing much of our programmatic
success to the emphasis we place on community building. This focus aligns
with our institution’s strategic plan, which aims to “enhance meaningful and
engaging experiences among and between students, faculty, staff, alumni, and
local communities to promote lifelong learning” (WCUPA Strategic Plan,
2021). Normally, we rely upon learning pathways like community engagement, professional development, diversity and inclusion, and sustainability to
build a meaningful and engaging community. The COVID pandemic put the
goal of community engagement to a monumental test.
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We were not alone, of course. The National Conference on State Legislatures reported in spring 2020, more than 1,300 colleges and universities
across all fifty states canceled in-person classes or shifted to online-only
instruction (Smalley, 2021). According to data gathered by the College Crisis
Initiative (2021), in the fall of 2020 44% of institutions developed fully or
primarily online instruction, and 21% used a hybrid model. Our institution
shifted to remote learning for the entire academic year, choosing academic
risks instead of health risks.
However wise this strategy may have been, it dramatically thwarted a
sense of community in our institution and resulted in a real sense of loss among
students and faculty. Many shared educational theorist Michael W. Ledoux’s
skepticism, voiced in 2005, about online education’s ability to achieve learning outcomes with compromised learning communities. Ledoux cautioned
that remote learning “must acknowledge factors beyond the confines of a
course to create a learning community” (p. 196). The pandemic presented us
with a crisis of both student engagement and satisfaction. Without discarding
definitions of student success grounded in academic achievement, perseverance, and creation of new knowledge, we needed to heighten our energy
toward inspiring student motivation. Greater intentionality in using alumni
provided one solution, particularly by creating opportunities for engagement
between students and alumni in the context of honors programming.
Research with honors students at our institution has established that
transformational learning occurs when students think critically and subsequently reflect on personal connections, conversations, and other interactions
shared with cultural others. In the interpersonal engagement process, students
1) listen to the stories of others; 2) probe for additional insight through questions posed in face-to-face dialogue; 3) devote time to a process of focused
reflection following the exchange of information (Dean & Jendzurski, 2012,
2013, & 2020). Interpersonal engagement remains a cornerstone of transformational leadership formation among our students, and, as a result, it remains
a strategy well known to our alumni. Our remote learning environment during the pandemic enabled us to combine the power of alumni with the power
of targeted interpersonal engagement to maintain and strengthen a learning
community within honors.
Existing research, particularly from scholars in education and business, champions the value alumni afford their institutions. Much attention
is devoted to financial and philanthropic relationships (Stevick, 2010; Tanis,
2020, Tuma et al., 2020). The implied impact of financial support from
generous alumni, as seen in areas such as endowing programs and funding
29

Dean and Jendzurski

scholarships, unquestionably strengthens educational institutions, but evidence is scant that financial contributions from alumni directly affect student
success.
By contrast, an emerging body of literature suggests that the nonfinancial engagement of alumni does directly correlate with student success by
increasing:
1.	 Career opportunities, mentoring, and networking experiences (Ashline, 2017; Dollinger et al., 2019; Larsson et al., 2021; Skrzypek et al.,
2019);
2.	 Engagement in the campus community both personally and academically (Dollinger et al., 2019);
3.	 Students’ sense of connectedness and integration with university community (Ebert et al., 2015; Gamlath, 2021; Priest & Donley, 2014;
Skrzypek et al., 2019), and
4.	 Students’ interpersonal skills, self-esteem, and confidence in overcoming adversity (Gamlath, 2021; Larsson et al., 2021; Long, 2016; Priest
& Donley, 2014; Skrzypek et al., 2019).
Other research suggests that undergraduates who perceive benefits from
alumni interactions will likely attend similar programs and participate in them
as alumni (Dollinger et al., 2019; Ebert et al., 2015). In short, alumni interaction with students creates multiple conditions that enhance student success.
During COVID-19, we created virtual opportunities for alumni interaction with current students in three ways: classroom guest appearances;
participation in programs sponsored by our co-curricular honors student
association (HSA); and taking part in our intensive recruitment process for
incoming students in fall 2021. In a sophomore-level course, a multicultural
alumni panel presented perspectives on diversity, equity, and inclusion, and
on another occasion a panel of past HSA leaders provided their insights on
leadership development. Through a junior/senior capstone course, alumni
speakers shared their CVs, offered advice for making application to graduate/
professional school, recommended undergraduate experiences they found
particularly valuable to their vocational success, and fielded student questions. At the HSA, alumni met in breakout rooms with students in appropriate
disciplinary areas to offer course scheduling advice and participated in panels
on “what I learned from my honors experiences that followed me into life
beyond graduation.” Finally, alumni served as team leaders in a component
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of our recruitment process in which a team of one alumnus and two current
students interviewed each candidate.
Using Qualtrics, we adapted a customer satisfaction (CSAT) survey
based on a five-point Likert Scale to evaluate students’ satisfaction levels
regarding their interaction with alumni. Our results suggested high positive
awareness of networking abilities, affirmation of their vocational path and
affiliation with honors, insight into leadership skills, and the utility of the
honors curriculum. In all instances alumni voiced pleasure in their involvement and extended offers to assist with future engagement opportunities.
As we transition into a “new normal” in 2021–2022, we look forward to
revising our former patterns of alumni-student interaction in order to retain
the advantages of virtual interactions with alumni. The unanticipated success of virtually involving alumni in the life of the current honors community
motivates us to consider more outlets for collaboration. While countless
opportunities present themselves, we identify four areas of alumni interaction that will enhance honors education: 1) student capstone projects; 2)
direct student-alumni connection around professional interests; 3) collaborative alumni/student research opportunities; and 4) facilitating networking
opportunities through an alumni database that can support alumni, current
students, and the broader university.

capstone project mentorship
The culmination of our curriculum involves a senior-level capstone
project. Based on the insights from previous studies on the value alumni mentorship provides undergraduates (Tyran & Garcia, 2015), we are exploring
ways we might virtually link students to alumni who share project interests.

connection around professional interests
Because we emphasize interdisciplinary work, the ability to match students with alumni from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds could foster
innovative outcomes. One particularly intriguing suggestion comes from
Chi, Jones, and Grandham (2012), who advocate alumni-student connections using the Smart Alumni System (SAS), which promotes access through
mobile technologies such as cell phones via app development. Collaborating
with colleagues in computer science could lead to the creation and dissemination of a program-specific app as well, increasing students’ access to alumni
and vice versa.
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collaborative scholarship
Promoting collaborative scholarship between professors and students,
or between a student and an alumnus in a relevant field of study, promotes
student learning, research, and vocational discernment. Leadership development scholars Sue Marquis Gordon and Jennifer Lynne Edwards (2012) note
that opportunities for students engaging in research exist on most campuses
but are often limited by a lack of student research experience, which disadvantages them as candidates for graduate study. They recommend creating virtual
research teams involved in action research, characterized as a “participatory,
democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes grounded in a participatory worldview”
(p. 208). Likewise, Heller et al. (2015) found that collaborative research
opportunities constituted one of the top motivations for alumni participation with current students. Creating such opportunity online increases the
possibilities for such collaboration.

networking and institutional support
Finally, institutions should prioritize maintaining an active honors alumni
database, facilitate channels of communication between alumni and the honors college, and explore the formation of a robust honors alumni association.
One curricular experience with proven impact on long-term institutional
support among alumni is international travel. Veteran honors educator Mary
Kay Mulvaney (2017), interviewing her alumni, showed that honors study
abroad experiences provide “positive long-term impact in the area of institutional loyalty” (p. 59). Such findings help justify the costs of high impact
practices. Similarly, a study of seventy-eight alumni who participated in our
international research and service partnership between 2003–2011 with
South Africa (Dean & Jendzurski, 2013) found that this participation generated greater institutional support for that program.
An ongoing task for honors directors is to justify the value of honors
education and the inherent need for resources. We affirm Amar’s concerns
that “some of those shifted dollars [during COVID] are not coming back”
and “many challenges of the post-pandemic era will be tied to a scarcity of
resources.” Aligning honors education with recognized practices of student
success and with institutional mission will prove more critical than ever in
our post-pandemic reality, but limiting our discussion of honors resources to
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financial capital alone is a mistake; the human capital of our alumni provides
a plentiful resource we should embrace.
The nearly universal experiences of remote learning in 2020–2021 challenged professionals in higher education to examine the pedagogical practices
historically used to champion student achievement. From forced reflection
this past year, we discovered the human capital our alumni can contribute
to student success. Remote learning enabled us to cross geographic divides
and create meaningful spaces for our alumni to engage with current students,
making alumni a visible part of our community. During the pandemic, we
discovered that interpersonal engagement with alumni enhances students’
appreciation in networking, leadership, interdisciplinary learning, and membership in the honors community.
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City as Text™, Intersectionality, and
Urban Farming during COVID-19
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Abstract: This essay considers various challenges to honors educational practice in
a post-pandemic context and against the backdrop of Black Lives Matter. The City
as Text™ course, Multicultural Toledo, cultivates student knowledge about intersectionality in light of public health and social justice emergencies in the United
States. The author describes course content, curricular objectives, and teaching
strategies toward helping students understand the dynamic interplay (intersection
and interaction) of ableism, sexism, elitism, homophobia, and racism relative to the
accession and acquisition of land. The course espouses a post-pandemic vision: an
intersectional lens that fosters knowledge about power relationships and diverse
lived experiences in order to lead change and create movement on some of our
nation’s most pressing social issues. Moreover, the collaboration between honors
students and an urban farming community connects underrepresented children in
local neighborhoods with the collegiate honors experience.
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introduction

M

ulticultural Toledo, an honors course at the University of Toledo Main
Campus, blooms from the NCHC’s signature program City as Text™,
an active learning pedagogy in which small student teams are sent to various
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ethnic neighborhoods and cultural sites to investigate diversity and equity
issues (Pryor, 2019). During the summer session in 2021, the emphasis on
urban farming was fertile as many public health advocates were encouraging gardening and outdoor exploration, and the topic is especially relevant
at our college, which draws students from rural and agricultural communities. Teaching intersectionality is an entry point to describe how six honors
students enrolled in the course built a raised garden bed, a description that
includes techniques that encourage openness; the course organization; the
intersectional authors who motivate students to take intellectual risks; how
the course introduces the community to the honors experience; and my positionality as a black female professor of honors. Intersectionality intertwines
and overlaps with various identity locations and oppressions that affect how
they are presented in the course. The course content honors Black Lives Matter with a critique of power relationships, multiple contexts, and methods
that excite students to build a raised garden bed for an urban farm. This teaching methodology unearths how honors core values respond to a public health
and social justice emergency.

multicultural toledo
Multicultural Toledo is an interdisciplinary investigation into the Toledo
area’s multicultural, historical, and socioeconomic development. The course
culminates in a public presentation to extend the dialogue between students
and the broader community (Pryor, 2019). Unfortunately, the declining
enrollment numbers and consequent budget shortfall due to the COVID-19
pandemic suspended student travel opportunities. As Long (2010) notes,
active learning in a virtual format cannot replace actual City as Text explorations, but during the summer of 2021, the course had to be offered as distance
learning (DL). Student enrollment filled up quickly, and the course was
waitlisted as usual. City as Text was achieved safely by allowing students to
explore in small student teams, mirroring the walkabouts of Digby and Thiessen-Reily’s exploration of urban parks (Digby, 2016). There were physically
distant walkabouts for observing green spaces and interpreting environmental concerns in their hometowns, but six students remained in Toledo, and
they were split into two teams. For these six students, some green spaces were
within walking distance of their residences.
The pedagogical strategy of the course was intersectionality, a theoretical
tool that was named by a Black feminist legal scholar, Crenshaw (2015), and
that unpacks the material conditions of social identity, discrimination, and
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exclusion. Intersectionality unearths the interactions among identity locations such as (dis)ability, gender, sexual orientation, class, and race, and it
shows how ideas like equal opportunity and merit lead to constrained choices
or obstacles for urban farmers. For instance, in the course we dialogued about
migrant farmworkers, the plight of Black farmers, and the agricultural industry’s influence on land ownership, wealth building, food access, and climate
change. As students of agricultural backgrounds practiced using intersectionality, they reflected on ways they are victims of capitalist exploitation. Given
the growing food insecurities resulting from the economic impact of COVID19, the students developed a shared sense of responsibility to improve land
and food justice in a local Black community.

teaching intersectionality in response to black
lives matter and the public health emergency
The first day of Multicultural Toledo was vital because of its studentcentered framework. First, the tone of the syllabus was important. I was
influenced by Barry’s (2019) book Syllabus: Notes From an Accidental Professor to create a colorful, whimsical course syllabus to create a welcoming
learning experience. Next, we played Kahoot games with images and words
that encourage respectful dialogue and that challenge and uproot taken-forgranted attitudes and beliefs. Finally, I announce the modules in the course
and their respective walkabouts. An analysis of oppression based on physical
appearance and mental ability laid the groundwork for understanding more
critical issues like white privilege and colorblind racism. After each walkabout, the students logged onto the virtual classroom to share their findings.
Each module required a walkabout and a 500-word reflection paper.
(Dis)ability
Students explored the outdoor (dis)ability accommodations within
walking distance of their residence, paying close attention to green spaces.
They examined the height and width of an area, the stability of the walkways,
and the height of gardening beds. They explored plant diversity for sensory
opportunities. They also analyzed harmful stereotypes that get perpetuated
in the media. The students read parts of Nario‐Redmond’s (2019) Ableism:
The Causes and Consequences of Disability Prejudices to challenge the prevailing myths about public accommodations. They read Smith’s (1996) “Earning
Power,” which exposes the harmful impact of ableism.
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Gender Expectations and Sexual Orientation
Students traveled to Uptown, a Black and LGBTQA+ community
known for its public art, murals, and community gardens. Students were
introduced to Blair’s (2016) essay, “Boystown: Gay Neighborhoods, Social
Media, and the (Re)production of Racism,” which facilitated a class discussion about gentrification while noting that green spaces are safe spaces for
the LGBTQA+ community. This module also explored gender stereotypes
in the public sphere through advertisements. We viewed the film Still Killing Us Softly IV, which delivers a lecture by Kilbourne (Lazarus et al., 2010)
interrogating gender oppression in advertising. Students searched for gender
socialization in public spaces such as billboards, benches, murals, and monuments on an additional walkabout. We invited a guest speaker on Zoom to
talk about the growing number of community gardens in the area.
Race, Gender, and Land
Students visited urban farms and community gardens in predominantly
Black neighborhoods while actively probing how dominant discourses sanitize slavery, sharecropping, land loss, and Black farmers’ contributions to
the U.S. agricultural sector. First, we read Ball’s (1936) description of slave
gardens and growing food as an act of freedom. Next, in Gilbert and Eli’s
(2000) Homecoming: The Story of African-American Farmers, students learned
about the marginalization of Black farmers through legislation, unfair lending
practices, and individual prejudices that perpetuate land loss. Next, we read
Black intellectual experts on rural Black American life and farming scholars
like Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. DuBois, and George Washington Carver,
who advanced topics and methods in growing food for economic independence, self-sufficiency, and resistance (White, 2018). Finally, students read
In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens by Walker (1983) to highlight ecowomanism and the significance of Black women’s creativity through intercropping:
planting fruits, vegetables, and colorful flowers in a small space. Coupled with
the academic readings, students debunked myths of Black communities as
food deserts by reading about local women of color who are urban farmers
and how their intersectional work embodies the complicated struggle for
land, food, and economic justice. This module included a guest speaker on
Zoom to discuss how urban farming practices interface with larger cultural,
sociopolitical, and economic issues within the Black community.
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building community
For their final walkabout, the students chose to do volunteer work for a
common goal: to explore Tatum Park and to build a raised bed. Tatum Park
honors the famous jazz musician Art Tatum, who was born in Toledo. Next to
his childhood home, Tatum Park comprises a few formerly vacant lots transformed into an urban farm. Intersectionality inspired the students to see how
their participation was part of a larger context: investigating issues of land
justice and food equity while challenging racism, sexism, and other forms of
inequities. The spontaneous learning opportunity stemmed from my farming work outside the academy. I build raised garden beds for people who use
wheelchairs and those who have trouble standing. I volunteered to make a
waist-level raised garden bed, and I invited students to tag along. Students
did not receive extra credit for attendance, but their presence counted as a
walkabout since they were not required to build the raised bed with me. Most
of the students grew up on farms and in rural communities, and they were
excited to help.
I started unloading the lumber from my SUV, and the students greeted
me. We ran into a few problems, but a community of primarily women farmers worked together to solve problems. First, there was no access to electricity
to power the miter saw. A farmer offered to use her car to connect the saw for
electricity. Ten minutes later, a gas-powered generator arrived, and a neighbor brought a gas can with gasoline to fill it. Second, there were not enough
power tools to go around, but we split the tasks. While one student cut the
wooden planks, another student began to drill and screw the wooden planks
together. Another student smoothed the rough parts of the lumber with a
sander. They are all engineers, and they thrived in an organized chaos that
felt like improvisational aspects of jazz. A different student gathered children
from the neighborhood and began to teach them tool safety. Although the
children from the area ranged in grade levels, the honors students took the
opportunity to discuss the honors college and how to apply. The students in
the community were rising scholars from underprivileged backgrounds and
were included in the honors experience.
Despite the sun beating down on their heads, the students told me that
building the raised garden was a memorable honors experience. In their
final public presentations, they critically examined their positionality and
privilege, describing how they felt compelled to be change agents and how
intersectionality had positive impacts on their thinking and daily lives.
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my positionality on city as text during a public
health and social justice emergency
I am a Black woman who appreciates gardening, I am a facilitator of City
as Text from an intersectional lens, and I teach in a predominantly white
institution (PWI). Much of this background has caused me to engage in
what hooks (1994) calls “move out beyond the desk” (p. 138), a method of
teaching that deconstructs power relationships in the classroom and allows
professors to be closer to the students. As a facilitator of City as Text, I am
beyond the desk, but I felt wonderfully uncomfortable on this walkabout.
The students used power tools such as drills and saws more effortlessly than I
did. I felt awkward about the improvisation yet efficiency of community work
while teaching. This experience in building a community allowed me to grow
and expand as a teacher.
Multicultural Toledo through an intersectional lens used City as Text
to confront complex social issues during stringent COVID-19 public health
measures. We also found that working with urban farms unearthed recruitment opportunities to attract rising scholars left out of the honors experience,
thus addressing the concerns of the National Collegiate Honors Council
Task Force’s (2020) “Honors Enrollment Management: Toward a Theory
and Practice of Inclusion” report. Given our social justice and public health
emergency, the students took on a shared sense of responsibility to help alleviate land and food injustice in the local Black community. Honors colleges
and programs across the country can emphasize intersectionality and green
spaces to maintain physical distancing while pruning assumptions about
Black Lives Matter.
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From “Filled” to “Fulfilled”:
Tech-Minimal Experiences Bolster
Core Honors Values
Adam Blincoe and Sarai Blincoe
Longwood University
Abstract: Post-pandemic exigencies such as isolation, technology fatigue, and
financial pressures can be embraced as opportunities to return to, and strengthen,
core values in honors involving student agency and community. This essay considers the pedagogical benefits of receding from technology in the classroom. Drawing
on recent empirical research concerning the deleterious effects of tech in the lives
of students, particularly as they relate to community and agency, authors make the
case for providing students with tech-minimal experiences. The essay presents several examples of tech-minimal experiences from the authors’ own teaching inside
and outside of the classroom—including Tech Shabbats, communal reading, and
contemplative walks. Survey data and student reports indicate the positive effects
of these experiences and an efficacy for bolstering community and student agency.
Authors suggest that the temptation to go tech heavy in a pandemic (and post-pandemic) classroom must be reconsidered, especially in light of the amplified role tech
already plays in students’ lives. Authors conclude that at a time when financial pressures threaten to constrain what honors programs can do, tech-minimal experiences
are inexpensive ways to enrich students’ lives and make what is best about honors
education flourish.
Keywords: educational technology; agency theory; whole student pedagogy;
learning communities; Longwood University (VA)–Cormier Honors College for
Citizen Scholars
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rançois G. Amar’s forum essay is a bracing presentation of post-pandemic
challenges; it is also a reminder of how honors can rise to meet them by
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attending to core values. We should view post-pandemic exigencies (such
as isolation, technology fatigue, and financial pressures) as opportunities
to return to and strengthen the central honors values of student agency and
community. The best way to accomplish this goal is not by leaning further
into technology; instead, we should provide students with tech-minimal
experiences.

tech subverts student agency and community
Five to ten minutes before class begins, students in an on-campus classroom are already in their seats, but from the professor’s point of view at the
front of the room, student agency and community are precisely what we do
not see. Although gathered physically in the same room, students are isolated, scrolling through their phones with the glazed look of the mentally
checked-out. For the moment, students are not agents but consumers as their
smartphones rob them of communal experience. Seated mere feet (inches in
pre-pandemic days) from interesting people with diverse perspectives and
experiences, instead of conversing they scroll. This dynamic is not unique to
the few odd minutes before class. In dining halls, dorm rooms, libraries, and
nearly every communal space, students are forgoing community and ceding
their agency to a social media algorithm. The pandemic did not create these
troubling dynamics; it highlighted and exacerbated them.
After a year of masked, physically distant, often virtual campus life,
students understandably complain of isolation, but when they have the
opportunity to interact face to face, they regularly opt out with their phones.
Even as masks come off, phones come out to mediate social interaction. In a
recent Pew Research survey, 48% of adults ages 18–29 reported going online
“almost constantly” (Perrin & Atske, 2021), and roughly half of teenaged girls
with cell phone access report sometimes or often using the device to avoid
social interaction (Schaeffer, 2019). When researchers have observed university, middle, and high school students studying in their homes, participants
studied less than six minutes on average before task switching, typically due to
technological distractions including texting and social media (Rosen, Carrier,
& Cheever, 2013). A large part of the story is the addictive, agency-sapping
nature of smartphones and their apps. The futurist Barantunde Thurston predicts that
in 2030, most people won’t . . . be more autonomous; we will be more
automated as we follow the metaphorical GPS line through daily
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interactions. . . . [W]e may cram more activities and interactions into
our days, but I don’t think that will make our lives “better.” . . . Given
that the biggest investments in AI are on behalf of marketing efforts
designed to deplete our attention and bank balances, I can only
imagine this leading to days that are more filled but lives that are less
fulfilled. (Anderson & Rainie, 2018)

bolstering honors values with
tech-minimal experiences
We, the authors, are not Luddites. We use technology in our courses
when it makes sense and when it is likely to facilitate learning; in other words,
we use tech sparingly. A well-placed YouTube clip can make a complex concept hit home; course management software eases the grading burden and
facilitates timely feedback; but regardless of our own preferences, we see a
growing need for technological disengagement. Consequently, we have begun
to introduce tech-minimal experiences as required course elements, giving
students permission to opt out of technology for brief (yet meaningful) periods of time. We use the word “permission” because students feel obligated to
be perpetually available; they are anxious when away from the phone. In fact,
more than half of teens, according to a 2019 Pew Research survey, associate
the absence of their phone with loneliness, being upset, or feeling anxious
(Schaeffer, 2019). Our students have a ready excuse, though: “I can’t be on
my phone right now, it’s a course requirement.”
Although particular student and course characteristics will determine
which experiences are apt, many variations on technological disengagement
can renew a sense of community and agency. Here is what we have managed
successfully so far.
Classroom as Tech-Free Oasis
In the classroom, unless a student has a documented accommodation or
an urgent personal circumstance, we have a strict no-device policy (laptops,
phones, or otherwise). As we explain on the first day of class, this policy is
backed by empirical research. Recent reviews and meta-analytic summaries suggest a meaningful negative effect of devices on learning, particularly
for university students (Dontre, 2021; Kates, Wu, & Coryn, 2018). In one
experiment, students listened to a twelve-minute lecture and took notes while
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receiving and responding to texts once a minute (low-distraction), twice a
minute (high distraction), or not at all (phone away control). Kuznekoff
and Titsworth conclude that “compared to those students who do not text/
post, when students engage in these behaviors they will potentially record
38% fewer details in their notes, score 51% lower on free-recall tests, and
20% lower on multiple-choice tests” (2013, p. 248). When technology use is
well-curated by the teacher and assiduously regulated by the student, it may
benefit engagement and learning, such as using a laptop to take more detailed
notes than longhand would permit (Dontre, 2021); but the negative effects of
media multi-tasking are well-documented for both the user and those nearby
(Sana, Weston, & Cepeda, 2013). Ultimately, people struggle to regulate their
behaviors effectively on their devices (Dontre, 2021), so we opt simply to
remove the temptation in our classrooms.
Going so far as to require that phones be turned off and put away as soon
as students enter the room can extend the boundaries of the oasis to the
informal time prior to class, prompting conversation with those nearby. In
some cases, restrictive tech policies can prompt pushback in the form of negative student evaluations (Stowell, Addison, & Clay, 2018), but a policy that
incentivizes the tech-free environment may benefit students without harming
student ratings of the instructor.
Sarai offers students extra credit for abandoning their cell phones during class. In the syllabus, she describes the cell-free activity as a way to earn
a small amount, usually 0.10%, of extra credit each class period by placing
the phone, turned off, on a table at the rear of the room for the duration of
the class meeting. Although voluntary, participation over several semesters
was 100% on most days. At the midterm of one class, Sarai surveyed students
about the experience. In surveys completed in week one of the semester, students reported feeling focused and somewhat relieved, experiencing lower
levels of boredom and anxiety than they expected (Blincoe & Franssen,
2017). One student wrote, “I feel that it [cell-free activity] has increased my
focus in class. . . . Ever since I realized how much more focused I am without
my phone . . . I have found myself leaving my phone in my backpack or sometimes in my dorm room.”
Although 65% of students surveyed reported greater awareness of their
phone habits and 50% agreed it affected their phone use in other classes,
fewer than 15% agreed that participating in the cell-free activity affected
their phone use outside of class (Blincoe & Franssen, 2017). Creating techminimal experiences beyond the classroom is important to establishing an
enduring effect.
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Communal Reading and Contemplative Walks
Students in Adam’s courses are required to engage in practices outside of
class that encourage agency over their leisure. One such practice is device-free
reading. At the beginning of the semester, students pick a thick novel (related
to course content) to read during a weekly hour-long session. They meet in
small groups, often outside, to sit and read in silence, device-free. Students
report feeling relieved and refreshed by this required leisure. To paraphrase
feedback from several students, “I used to love reading, but when I came to
college I no longer had time to sit down with a book. I never would have done
so if it wasn’t a course requirement. Now I realize how much I miss reading
and plan to keep doing it.” Device-free reading sessions provide a communal
space that normalizes a deliberate use of leisure time. One result is a sense of
empowerment to replicate this activity, beginning with the oft-neglected act
of carving out leisure time in the first place.
Adam’s students also are required to go on at least three twenty-minute,
device-free walks per week, cultivating solitude, a “subjective state in which
your mind is free from input from other minds” (Kethledge & Erwin, 2017).
Without an online algorithm directing their attention, students have space to
exercise agency and restore emotional balance. As with the silent reading, students report relief to be unplugged, often to their surprise: they had no idea
how many lovely walks are to be found in the surrounding town. This happy
effect bolsters another important honors value: connection to and engagement with place.
Shabbats and Fasts
Tiffany Shlain has popularized the idea of the Technology Shabbat.
Beginning in 2010, she and her family spent 24 hours each week completely
screen-free, opting instead to get outside, spend time with friends, cook, read,
and explore (Shlain, 2020). These purposeful, temporary unplugging assignments (not to be confused with a ‘detox’ that implicitly casts technology as
an inherently harmful substance; Szablewicz, 2020) have been turning up in
classrooms as experiential learning exercises for over a decade (e.g., Moeller,
Powers, & Roberts, 2012; Wood & Muñoz, 2021). Sarai’s version is an
extra-credit option in a course unit on close-relationship maintenance. After
reading a journal article about cellphone use and its effects on the enjoyment
of face-to-face interaction, students have the option of planning and executing
a Tech Shabbat. The minimum is smartphone-free, but completely tech-free
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is encouraged. Students create a plan, including a description of anticipated
difficulties and strategies to address them. Afterward, students reflect on their
experience, including struggles, benefits, and what practices they might continue or recommend to others.
In a recent semester, 10 of 25 students completed a Tech Shabbat. As
motivation for trying it at all, several mentioned constant interruptions from
the phone and the annoyance this caused, particularly when attempting
schoolwork, yet they felt powerless to turn off the phone. Many described
how the phone normally structured the day: check it immediately upon
waking, scroll until falling asleep. During the shabbat, they reported trading
phone time for meditation and mindfulness in the morning and at night reading a book to fall asleep. One student reported spending an afternoon with
family and noticing herself more involved with conversations and actually
paying attention to those talking. Most of the students who completed the
shabbat planned to try it again and to recommend it to others; one student
immediately downloaded an app that restricts the time spent in certain other
smartphone apps.
Whereas students seem eager to try 24 hours phone-free, the idea of a
week without a smartphone—an extra-credit opportunity that Adam has
offered for the past three years—has repelled all but one student. The reasons for not participating are telling: “I text my mom 20x a day. She would be
worried”; “I would miss out on what my friends were doing”; “What would
I do when I have nothing to do?” The report of the participating student was
also telling. For the first few days, she was bored and anxious about missing
out, but then she realized she did not need to be on her phone and was able
to relax. She did not have to check her phone because she could not. Four
months later, this student reports that her phone usage stats are roughly half
of what they were prior to this experience. She has chosen to use her phone
more deliberately, reducing the anxiety of constant accessibility and experiencing the freedom of being unplugged (at least for a time).

exigencies of the moment, values that endure
Amar’s Forum essay highlights the financial pressures that most universities face in the wake of the pandemic. He warns that honors programs may
have to reduce costs by eliminating valuable experiences, and he highlights
how tech that rose to prominence during the pandemic can now serve to continue collaboration. The temptation to solve problems by going tech-heavy
is understandable. Videoconferencing saved our last two semesters from
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oblivion, and tech solutions will help us adapt to certain post-pandemic challenges. However, we should not mistake the exigencies of the moment for
good long-term guides to broader practice. Students are already interfacing
with devices and apps that burden self-regulation, diminish agency, and erode
community. The faculty and administrators of honors programs can push back
against the concerns that many experts have about human agency and community in an AI-infused future. At a time when universities are “enriching”
student experience with costly rock walls and the latest in classroom virtual
reality, honors programs can emphasize low-cost, tech-minimal practices that
encourage the reflection and conversation of the classroom to continue outside of it. In doing so, we can invite our students to take agency over their
time, engaging with each other, their community, and the place where they
live. The result is a step toward lives that are not merely filled, but fulfilled.
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honors educators feel that too little attention was paid to their needs during the
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T

he outbreak of the coronavirus at the start of 2020 has transformed
lives and, even more, ways of living. To slow down the spread of the
pandemic, many countries decided to limit physical interactions to the bare
minimum. Social distancing rules were put in place, and working and studying from home became the norm. All over the world, this distancing has had
a significant impact on higher education. In the Netherlands all teachers had
to make a sudden switch to remote teaching. Teaching online, which was the
predominant way of teaching during the last year, differs from face-to-face
courses in design and also requires a different set of pedagogical-didactical
skills (Hodges et al.). The transition has made strenuous demands on teachers’ flexibility and inventiveness as the majority of teachers were not trained
to teach online. One of the key features of honors education, building community, also came under pressure. Teachers and students struggled to find a
way to create a community while teaching and learning remotely (Wolfensberger and Ding 6). Therefore, the current study examines how teachers
experienced building community with students and colleagues in honors
education in the past year during the COVID-19 pandemic.

community building in higher education
In line with Wolfensberger, we define a sense of community as “reciprocal
interaction between a lecturer and students and among lecturers and students
themselves” (The Power of Encounter 1). These reciprocal interactions include
not only academic interactions but also more personal conversations that
result in bonding within a class and a safe learning environment. Being part
of a community is important for students and teachers because the relationships within a community are an important means to inspire learning (Felten
and Lambert 10) and to create opportunities for personal and professional
growth (Cox 82; Wolfensberger, The Power of Encounter 1) as well as for
constructive academic discussions (Wolfensberger, Teaching for Excellence
25–26). To create a robust community with strong and supportive interpersonal connections, members should feel welcome and cared for and should
develop significant relationships with other members. Moreover, members
should recognize the importance of interactions and relationships to enforce
learning (Felten and Lambert 10).

community building during the covid-19 pandemic
As illustrated by François G. Amar, one of the big challenges for honors education and education in general during the COVID-19 pandemic was
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to create a committed community while not being physically present (3–9).
Research by Wolfensberger and Ding (6) showed that honors teachers during
the pandemic experienced a lack of personal interaction and sense of community. They desired the support that comes with being part of a committed
community in which they could connect with their colleagues and develop
knowledge together about how to continue education remotely. Being part
of such a community may allow teachers to deal more adaptively with the
changing circumstances. Although we know that a strong community is possible in an online learning environment (Rovai 327), research has also shown
that teachers found it challenging to achieve this in the past year due to the
sudden switch to remote teaching (Ferri et al. 10).

current study
As we are now at a pivotal moment in time to induce change in how education is designed (i.e., blended and hybrid learning), we were interested in
how honors teachers in higher education dealt with the sudden transition to
(emergency) online education and how they experienced community building with both their colleagues and students within an online environment.
Therefore, the main research question in this study was the following: How
did honors teachers experience community building in online education during the COVID-19 pandemic?

method
Study Context
This research project took place at Hanze University of Applied Sciences
(UAS) in Groningen, the Netherlands, and has been approved by the institute’s ethical review board. The authors of this article are all working at Hanze
UAS. The university houses 17 different schools, at which a total of approximately 30,000 students follow bachelor's or master's programs. All schools
have an honors talent program. Additionally, interdisciplinary honors programs are available. All honors programs give students the opportunity to
develop their talents, but schools have the freedom to organize their honors
program in such a way that it best suits the needs and wishes of their students.
The survey was distributed in June 2021 during the last quarter of the
school year. Teachers were still teaching their courses, and final exams would
start within a few weeks. Since March 2020, staff and students had rarely visited the campus, with most education taking place online. At the moment
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this research took place, the COVID-19 measures for higher education in
the Netherlands were still rather strict. Almost all teaching happened online,
including honors education, despite some possibilities of face-to-face classes
such as lab work and practical training of medical skills. Given the sudden
change and varying levels of expertise, great variation existed within the
mode of delivery of online education among schools and teachers. Teachers
were asked to use Blackboard Collaborate to communicate with students during online classes but were free to use other online communication tools such
as Kahoot and Mentimeter whenever they felt it would be useful. Between
classes, they could interact with students via messages on Blackboard, email,
or video call. Communication between teachers most often took place via
video calls on the platforms MS Teams or Skype for Business, or by telephone
or email. The degree to which teachers made use of specific types of online
media has not been assessed in this study.
Participants
We distributed a survey among all teachers at Hanze UAS (N = 2171).
For this article, we analyzed only the data of the honors teachers in our sample. Of the total number of about 65 honors teachers at Hanze UAS, 37 started
the survey, among whom 27 fully completed it. Most teachers were between
50 and 59 (n = 15; 40.5%) or 40 and 49 (n = 11; 29.7%) years old. Gender was distributed fairly evenly (male n = 18, 48.6%; female n = 19, 51.4%).
Most teachers had completed a master’s program (n = 32; 86.5%). All disciplinary honors programs except one were represented in the sample data
(n = 16). Therefore, teachers in our sample taught a wide variety of courses.
Most teachers came from the schools of nursing (n = 5; 13.5%) and business
management (n = 5; 13.5%). Almost half of the teachers did not teach faceto-face classes in the last quarter of the school year (48.6%). Another 37.8%
of the teachers taught face-to-face classes only 1 to 5 hours a week in the last
quarter of the school year. Teachers taught students at different experience
levels, from first-year students to thesis supervision done by seniors (last-year
students).
Survey
We created an online survey in the software program Enalyzer <http://
www.enalyzer.com> addressing teachers’ well-being, community building in
online and face-to-face education, and the subjective impact they experienced
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on their teaching due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Even though the survey
covered more topics, in this article we only focus on the questions regarding
community building.
Community is operationalized here as the sense of relatedness that teachers experience with the students in their class and their direct colleagues. To
measure the extent to which teachers were able to build a community with
their colleagues and students, we used the questionnaire Teachers’ Satisfaction of the Need for Relatedness with Students and Colleagues (Klassen et
al. 154). This questionnaire includes 8 statements on the sense of community teachers currently experience, i.e., during the COVID-19 pandemic,
with students and teachers (4 statements each). Participants indicated for
each statement how often they experienced it on a scale from 1 (never) to
7 (always). Following Klassen et al., we additionally asked teachers if connecting with students and colleagues, respectively, was an important part of
their motivation when working at the time of the questionnaire (160). We
added seven further statements on a 1 to 7 scale to assess retrospectively how
their sense of community (and the importance of it) had changed due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, e.g., “During the COVID-19 pandemic the contact
with my colleagues has: 1 (much worsened)–7 (much improved).” Because
of the unexpected nature of the pandemic, we were not able to collect prepandemic data and therefore could not make a direct comparison between
pre- and post-pandemic experiences.
For the analysis we have separated the statements into four categories for
contact both with colleagues and with students: quality of contact (e.g., I feel
connected to my colleagues), change in quality of contact (e.g., During the
pandemic my contact with students improved), importance of contact (e.g.,
Connecting with colleagues is an important part of my motivation when I’m at
work), and change in importance of contact (e.g., The COVID-19 pandemic
made me value contact with my students more). The survey explained that
“contact” could refer to both online contact—through, for example, Blackboard Collaborate, MS Teams, or email—and face-to-face contact. We also
had two open questions in which teachers could further explain their experiences with online teaching and community building during the pandemic.
Analysis
For this study, we used a combination of quantitative analyses, including descriptive statistics (i.e., means, standard deviations, and medians) and
qualitative content analysis. We used Spearman’s rho correlations to assess
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the relationships between quality and importance of contact and the change
therein. The answers to the open questions were used as data for the qualitative analysis. Annegien Langeloo coded this data using emerging categories
(Creswell and Poth 69–110) with a focus on finding explanations for the quantitative results. In other words, we did not start with a determined list of codes
but developed our coding scheme as important topics emerged from the data.
To illustrate our findings, we included verbatim quotations. Quotations were
translated from Dutch to English while keeping the original message intact as
much as possible. The survey was administered anonymously, and quotations
of different teachers are indicated by their participant number.

results
Quality of Contact
Table 1 shows that teachers rated the quality of contact with students
during the COVID-19 pandemic high (M = 6.04, SD = .641). The scores
ranged from 4.25 to 7.00, indicating that all teachers had a positive view of
their contact with students during the pandemic. Teachers were also rather
positive about the quality of contact with their colleagues (M = 4.98, SD =
1.147) although the average rating was lower in comparison with the average
quality of contact with students. We also saw a wider range among teachers
on the quality of contact with colleagues (2.25–6.75).
We explored whether the teachers thought the contact with their students
and colleagues worsened or improved during the pandemic. In both cases,
teachers generally did not experience much change (students: M = 3.32, SD
= 1.335; teachers: M = 3.07, SD = 1.359), but the scores of individual teachers varied widely, ranging from 1 (minimum rating) to 6 (maximum rating)
for contact with both students and colleagues. Some teachers experienced a
strong worsening of their contacts while others indicated having much better contact with fellow teachers or with students during the pandemic than
before.
Importance of Contact
Regarding the importance of contact during the pandemic, the results
show that teachers strongly valued interactions—especially encounters with
colleagues, which were highly valued (M = 6.32, SD = .983) by almost all
teachers (range: 3–7). Most teachers also deemed contact with students
important (M = 5.29, SD = 1.272, range: 2–7). On average, the pandemic
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has made teachers value their contact with both colleagues (M = 5.00, SD =
2.108) and students (M = 5.04, SD = 1.895) even more, although large variation exists among teachers (colleagues: 1–7; students: 1–7).
Relationships between Quality, Importance, and Change
Using Spearman’s rho correlations, we explored the relationships
between the quality, importance, and change experienced therein for the contact with both colleagues and students. (The results are presented in Table
1.) We found a significant relation between change in importance of contact
with colleagues and change in importance of contact with students, suggesting that teachers who thought their contact with colleagues became more
important during the pandemic had the same feeling about their contact with
students during that time. Furthermore, change in importance of contact
with colleagues was significantly related to quality of contact with colleagues
and importance of contact with students, indicating that teachers who placed
a higher importance on contact with colleagues also rated their contact with
colleagues to be of a higher quality and highly valued contact with students.
Teachers’ quality of contact with colleagues was significantly related to their
experienced change in quality of contact with colleagues, indicating that
teachers who rated the quality of contact with their colleagues as high had
experienced an increase in the quality of contact during the pandemic.
High-quality contact with colleagues was significantly related to a high
perceived importance of contact with students but not of contact with colleagues. In the same way, teachers who experienced high-quality contact with
their students were significantly more likely to indicate that connecting with
their colleagues, but not with students, was an important part of their motivation during the pandemic; this suggests that when the one need is satisfied
(i.e., high quality of contact with either students or colleagues), the other
need becomes more important.
Qualitative Analysis of Community Building
during the Pandemic
Through open questions, we hoped to gain more insight into the reasoning behind teachers’ quantitative responses on the contact with students and
colleagues during the pandemic. Even though the quantitative results show a
rather positive image of the quality and importance of interaction, the comments of the teachers were more focused on their negative experiences with
community building during the pandemic.
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Teachers mainly commented on the interaction and community building
with their colleagues. Teacher 17 mentioned that during the pandemic the
attention was mostly focused on keeping students motivated for their education and on how to build a community online with their students. Teachers
experienced less support for their own work situation or keeping in contact
with their colleagues:
I would have liked the same attention for teachers (the ones who have
to make it happen): What does the teacher need? How do we ensure
this enormous burden (the switch, the work pressure, the reduced
contact with students/colleagues) is bearable? In my opinion there
has been little concern about this. (Teacher 17)
The teachers mentioned that even though the contact with teachers with
whom they worked in close collaboration remained the same or even intensified during the pandemic, they lost contact with other colleagues they only
spoke to in the hallway or at coffee breaks, and they therefore experienced
less sense of community with their team. For example, Teacher 24 noticed:
You see fewer colleagues, and therefore, when you see someone live,
it is more valuable. With many colleagues there is no contact, because
the ‘occasional encounter’ is omitted. I also notice that the mutual
communication deteriorates; less effort is put into good contact and
coordination. Everyone seems to be working for themselves, and the
common [goal] seems to be diminishing.
Another teacher mentions that in the next school year (assuming that more
face-to-face education is possible again), time should be invested in team
building: “Often [we had] no feeling of being part of a team, organization.
Free up time, money to facilitate team building activities (off campus!) in the
coming year” (Teacher 4).
Four teachers also mentioned some positive experiences in working from
home. They experienced more freedom and autonomy in their work. Teacher
25 advocated “More freedom to act as a team to what the situation demands
(certainly at the beginning of the corona crisis there was room to do what you
thought was right as a team).” This freedom also had a positive impact on the
quality of education: “Much less input and more rest ensure that I have more
time to prepare things properly and not come home exhausted; I think that
improves the quality” (Teacher 2).
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Regarding the contact with students, Teacher 26 mentioned the following: “The interaction and contact with students is much less present with
blended learning. Less community building [exists] among students and the
motivation is less strong.” Two teachers also noticed that their students had
fallen behind in comparison to pre-pandemic teaching, not only in terms of
study content but also in social aspects.

discussion and conclusion
In this study we explored the experiences of teachers with community
building in honors education during the COVID-19 pandemic. We examined the changes in quality and importance of contact with students and
colleagues using both quantitative and qualitative data from the survey we
distributed among the honors teachers at Hanze UAS. Our study shows
that honors teachers experienced contact during the pandemic to be of high
quality, rating the contact with students somewhat higher in quality than the
contact with colleagues. They did not experience significant change in the
quality of contact during the pandemic but did start to value the contact with
both students and colleagues more than before the pandemic.
Our results show that even though teachers valued the interaction with
colleagues the most, they thought that during the pandemic their contact
with students was of a higher quality. They also felt that student success and
well-being were more important to the institute’s management than support
of the teachers, which was insufficient. On the other hand, they greatly valued
the level of independence and autonomy they gained in their work during the
pandemic. Contact with fellow teachers is not only of great value to teachers
themselves, but community building among teaching staff is greatly beneficial
to their professional development and can enhance honors programs (Cox
93). Educational leaders should therefore provide their teachers with sufficient opportunities to interact with their colleagues in a dynamic, nurturing
way to facilitate a sense of community among staff (Eib and Miller 1). This
sense of community will be especially important throughout the upcoming
transition to more blended or online education and will likely benefit both
teachers themselves and their teaching (Terosky and Heasley 157).
Our results also show that connecting with students was an important
part of teachers’ motivation during the pandemic, although less so than
connecting with colleagues. Connecting with colleagues might have been a
priority for teachers over connecting with students because their need for
contact with students was sufficiently satisfied while their need for contact
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with colleagues was not. This idea seems to be supported by teachers’ own
observations that most support during the pandemic was directed at community building with students rather than with colleagues. Additionally, the
results show that for teachers who experience good quality contact with their
students, connecting with colleagues—but not with students—is a greater
part of their motivation when working. Similarly, for teachers who experience good quality contact with their colleagues, connecting with colleagues
is not necessarily a large part of their motivation, but connecting with students is. Good quality contact with both colleagues and students therefore
seems to be important to teachers, but the extent to which these two needs
are already satisfied determines whether the teacher will focus more on connecting with colleagues or students. High-quality contact with both students
and colleagues is needed to provide teachers with a good sense of community
(Klassen et al. 161). Educational institutions must find a balance to address
both needs in an online education setting.
On average, teachers did not report much change in the quality of their
contact with students and colleagues due to the COVID-19 pandemic even
though the number of face-to-face interactions was greatly reduced during
that period. Online interactions might be sufficient to maintain social connectedness (at least partially) at times when face-to-face interactions are
scarce. However, social connectedness seems to depend largely on the type
of online medium used (Nguyen et al. 3), which varied widely across schools
and teachers in our sample and could explain the large variation that underlies our results, with some teachers experiencing a great decrease or increase
in the quality of contact due to the pandemic. Jensen et al. state that teaching priorities in part determine whether teachers’ contact with their students
is better or worse during online courses compared to face-to-face classes
(1157). Teachers who prioritize social interaction over student-subject interaction might benefit from opportunities that online education offers to more
effectively direct social interaction, such as quickly changing between different group settings in a way that stimulates social interactions, allowing a
more positive student-teacher relationship as a result. Future observational
research might therefore focus on how teachers facilitate contact with their
students in an online environment to see what might explain the individual
differences as shown by the teachers in our study; this could give us insight
into effective teaching methods that can foster teachers’ sense of community
in online environments.
Teachers have indicated that they now value the contact with their students and colleagues even more than before the pandemic, and future research
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might investigate in more detail why this is the case. Because the pandemic
was an unexpected event, it was not possible to collect baseline data on our
variables, making it difficult to draw conclusions about changes over time.
Collecting more in-depth qualitative data—for example, by using interviews
or focus groups with teachers—could give more insight into what underlies
the changes that teachers experienced in both the quality and importance
of contact with colleagues and students during and after the pandemic. This
insight could help us further stimulate community building in the (blended)
future of higher honors education.
Community building is a vital part of honors education (Wolfensberger,
Teaching for Excellence). Even more than in regular education, interaction
between students and between the teacher and the students is core to letting
students reflect on their own education and its societal contexts (Amar 2).
Only honors teachers participated in the present study, and in the Netherlands many of them will have been specifically trained in community building
(Ten Berge and van der Vaart 76–77; Heijne-Penninga et al. 7). We could
therefore expect honors teachers to already have a strong focus on community building, having higher expectations of the community among teachers
and students and putting more effort into creating an engaged community
in their classroom. Future research might indicate whether teachers from
regular study programs have had experiences similar to those of the honors
teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, we only explored communities of colleagues/teachers and
communities of a teacher with his or her students. Because we only surveyed
teachers, we did not gain much insight into the community building among
students without the involvement of a teacher. These types of communities
were likely impacted differently by the pandemic, possibly with communities
among students being of lower quality since most interaction in online education takes place between the teacher and students.
Limitations
We recognize several limitations in our study. First, the study focused on a
survey of community building in higher education, but the scope of the survey
was much wider than analyzed in the present study and a limited number of
statements was used to assess community building. Therefore, results should
be interpreted with caution. Second, the sample size of our study was rather
small as only 27 teachers fully completed the survey. Therefore, we could not
examine the underlying variation in our results in detail. The teachers in our
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study were from different fields and taught students at different stages of their
study, which might explain teachers’ varying experiences with online teaching. In a future study with a larger sample, these differences between teachers
could be addressed. Also, even though we distributed our survey to all teachers at the university, it is possible that teachers with a strong opinion about
or interest in online teaching were overrepresented in our study. However,
we expect that both opponents and proponents of blended learning had an
incentive to participate in this study, still leaving us with varied responses.
Implications for Practice
The present study has shown that teachers highly value their contact with
both fellow teachers and students, especially during a period of (emergency)
remote teaching. Although in general the quality of contact was high, teachers primarily missed the face-to-face contact with colleagues. More attention
should be paid to the needs of teachers and not just the well-being and sense
of community of students. The past year and a half have demonstrated the
possibility of providing high-quality education and building community
online, but this success requires specific skills and effort from both teachers
and students. A future with more blended learning and/or online education
will require more attention to faculty development. Teachers will need ongoing training, especially in community building in an online environment.
Additionally, management and team leaders should, in close collaboration
with teachers, invest and be schooled in creating a strong sense of community
among colleagues through face-to-face and online encounters while keeping
intact the independence and autonomy that teachers gained and valued during the pandemic.
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introduction

H

onors colleges are fertile ground for the development of innovative
curricula, as demonstrated by potent examples in the honors literature
(Digby, 2010; Donovan, 2001; Garrison & Parish, 2020; Collins & Niva,
2020). In his article “Risky Honors,” Andrew J. Cognard-Black (2019) articulates the motivating aspiration for many faculty in honors colleges:
We all look for and try out strategies to free our students to take
intellectual risks—and to become independent, critical thinkers
who might one day be celebrated for solving the problems that today
seem unsolvable. (p. 8)
Encapsulated in this statement is the idea that as educators we can help students develop the skills and strategies for solving difficult problems while at
the same time providing a transformational learning experience that equips
them to examine critically the world around them. With this goal in mind, the
honors college at East Carolina University reworked the first-year experience
with an interdisciplinary faculty committed to continued evaluation of the
curriculum and its impact on students and stakeholders.
The original first-year course consisted of a two-credit service and leadership component that included lectures, discussions, and readings on service
and leadership as well as a service project with a community partner. This
course was followed by a second-year three-credit course that introduced
students to discipline-specific research by breaking the class into cohorts by
major and assigning predetermined research projects. These courses were
taught by individual faculty within the respective disciplines. At the end of
the original first-year course, there was no option for a teams-based Signature
Honors Project, so students did not have the opportunity to move their individual projects forward as a team.
In reimagining the curriculum, the initial interdisciplinary team of faculty
included members from biology, foreign languages and literature, business,
fine art, and design. Since this first team was constituted, some faculty have
rotated off, and new members have been added from dance, education, public health, and kinesiology. The new faculty team used and continues to use
human-centered design (HCD), which—although not the only methodology used to create and update the course—serves as the core of the first-year
curriculum consisting of a two-credit course in the fall and a three-credit
course in the spring. Students now have the option to do a team-based Signature Honors Project using their first-year project as the foundation. The new
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process involves students and teams self-selecting to complete a team-based
Signature Honors Project and providing a project pitch. Teams are then vetted by faculty members and either given the approval to move forward or not.
A Senior Faculty Fellow within the honors course serves as the lead facilitator for all team-based Signature Honors Projects. Despite many excellent
short-term projects, however, the long-term sustainability of projects remains
a critical challenge and is a research and evaluation focus for the faculty team
moving forward.
HCD can take many forms, but at its center are four principles (IDEO.
org, 2015). First, understand and address the core problem. During this
process, the goal is to identify underlying issues rather than symptoms. Second, maintain a people-centered holistic approach, considering the history,
culture, beliefs, and community environment throughout the process. Possible solutions to problems come out of deep engagement with these issues
and stakeholders and/or beneficiaries. Third, use a systems-based approach,
understanding that a problem exists in a complex network of feedback loops.
Fourth, iterate and test rapidly with a bias toward action that involves rapid
prototyping. Failure becomes the best teacher during this phase, which then
informs a repeat of the HCD cycle. Prototypes are not meant to be solutions;
rather, they are meant to inform future iterations that will approach an eventual solution.
Using HCD, the founding faculty identified important issues among our
students, which included a poorly developed sense of community; tunnel
vision associated with their choice of major; late/little development of “soft
skills”; lack of meaningful engagement with the community and university;
and fear of failure. While many pre-existing problems underlie these symptoms in our students, the curriculum was the one underlying issue that could
be changed. The goal of this curricular change was to create a transformative
learning experience that might impact these issues for our students.
The first-year sequence now involves three major phases over two semesters: design thinking related to students lives; HCD centered on addressing
“wicked” problems; and continued HCD with the addition of Lean Launch
Pad (Blank, 2010) using entrepreneurial tools. In phase one, students read
Designing Your Life over the summer and complete all the activities in the
book (Burnett & Evans, 2016), which introduces them to the use of design
thinking relevant to their career path and gives them permission to think of
alternate paths forward. Early in the fall semester, students are organized into
teams, and they share their possible career paths with their new cohort. In
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the second phase, the teams identify “wicked” problems, i.e., issues that are
difficult to solve and usually involve a social or cultural component (Rittel
& Webber, 1973). The teams then use HCD to understand and grapple with
these problems, which have included sexual assault on campus, stigma associated with mental health, use of tobacco products on campus, lack of student
political engagement, environmental sustainability, community accessibility
to fresh fruits and vegetables, and racism. In phase three, students become
familiar with Lean Launch Pad (Blank, 2010) and work toward prototyping possible solutions that might impact their identified “wicked” problems.
Some teams then choose to work on these projects for another year as part of
their Signature Honors Project. Additional details of this new course series
are discussed at length elsewhere (Chaney, Christensen, et al., 2020).
Critical reflections by the honors college students as stakeholders are
important for understanding the success and failures of the curricular prototype. Here we present our findings based on critical reflections of our
students. Our findings suggest that the curricular revision is creating real,
meaningful impact on some of the issues identified by the faculty during the
HCD process and that a model for transformative education is emerging
from our efforts.

method
Over the course of the academic year, first-year honors college students
took part in a two-part colloquium centered on innovation and entrepreneurship with an emphasis on solving “wicked” problems through human-centered
design. Students were asked to reflect on their honors college experience
and specifically to focus on the course, assignments, events, and activities in
which they engaged throughout the program.
Honors college students (n = 98) signed informed consent documents
and allowed their reflection pieces to be used as the primary data source for
the study. All students (25.1% male; 74.5% female) were first-year students,
with an average age of 18 ± 0.53 years. Students were 78.57% Caucasian,
8.16% Asian, 4.08% African American, 4.08% Latinx, and 5.10% other.
Data were de-identified by the faculty supervisor prior to being distributed to the other members of the research team and to three honors college
undergraduate students. The faculty supervisor trained the three undergraduate students in the coding process to identify all major themes and findings
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The research team was instructed to read through
all reflection pieces individually, to familiarize themselves with the data, and
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then to generate initial codes to find themes. As a group, the research team
identified, reviewed, defined, and named over thirty themes. Coders discussed discrepancies among themselves. Once a consensus was reached, a
final list of themes was generated of which seven were judged to be dominant.
All methods and procedures were approved by the university’s Institutional
Review Board.

results
Student responses varied, but the overall observation was that the yearlong colloquium affected students both intra- and inter-personally. The
overall observation was that, although these classes were difficult at times
and nothing like the students had experienced before, the relationships and
growth that came from the courses were irreplaceable. After analysis of the 98
reflection pieces, seven overarching themes emerged:
1.	 redefining failure,
2.	 personal growth,
3.	 course pedagogy,
4.	 sense of community,
5.	 rising to challenges,
6.	 refocusing the future, and
7.	 shifts in perspectives and attitudes.
Within each theme, students discussed how these courses transformed their
college experiences and beyond.
Redefining Failure
In this colloquium, a newfound definition of failure was birthed as a
positive tool for growth and served as a guidepost for the course sequence.
A common point that many of the students stated was that failure served
a major role in the success and growth of ongoing and future experiences.
One student declared, “Failure is a necessary experience. If we don’t fail, then
we can’t truly measure success.” Another said, “Failure is not something to
be afraid of, it is something that everybody can learn and grow from.” The
comments expanded on the concept that failure is inevitable and serves as a
learning experience for future success.
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The honors college is made up of students who have typically never experienced a major failure during their scholastic career; and the colloquium
makes experiencing failure inevitable. This failure occurs in a safe place,
where it is used for growth and learning rather than as an opportunity to shut
down. One of the common points students made is that their definition of
failure had been revolutionized and was now a positive part of the design and
planning process. A student reflected, “What this course did allow me to see
is that failure is not always a bad thing. Failure can and usually will put you in
a difficult situation, but it is when people work through those difficult situations that they learn the most.” Though most students came in fearing failure,
by the end they thrived and grew through their failures; this does not mean
that failures are now easy and painless for these students, but they are a starting point for growth rather than an ending.
Personal Growth
The overarching theme of personal growth focused on skill development in, for instance, teamwork dynamics and presentation; it was defined
as the improvement and growth of soft skills such as networking and communication as well as the development of collaborative skills. The students
indicated that the most important skill development was public speaking.
One student remarked, “My critical thinking skills were greatly grown. . . .
My oral communication was vastly improved from speaking in front of the
class.” Students also described how their perceptions of teamwork changed
and stated that collaboration with their groupmates made the assignments
easier. One student noted, “I found teamwork is not just group work where
a group of students is placed together to complete an assignment. Teamwork
is working together towards a common goal.” These remarks demonstrate the
role the colloquium had in developing students’ personal growth in terms of
skill development.
Course Pedagogy
The theme of course pedagogy explored the impact of the course materials and the professors on the students’ development and perceptions of the
course. A critical component of the course material was the Designing Your
Life text, which got mixed reviews from the students. Some students felt that
the book and its corresponding activities had beneficial takeaways, with one
student writing, “One of my biggest takeaways from Designing Your Life was
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to not make big decisions alone and the importance of consulting knowledgeable people.” Other students, however, did not feel the book was applicable
to their current life situation, with one noting that book was “written more
for a midlife crisis audience.” Others felt the corresponding activities were
busywork with too much class time spent on the book’s topics. Students also
discussed the support from professors, with one stating, “The professors
pushed us each individually to become better at developing ideas that could
change the world around us.” Another remarked, “I had never had a teacher
push me the way that I did in this class. In the end I think it really shows
that our professors cared about us and our growth, not just or [sic] G.P.A. or
getting through the class.” Students noted that, as the course progressed, the
support and honest feedback from the faculty team by itself helped shift their
attitudes toward the course from being anxious, frustrated, and stressed to
becoming more comfortable with the course and its unconventional strategies. One student noted, “I am grateful to Honors for helping me become a
prepared presenter.” Overall, students noted that the course pedagogy was
designed to provide life lessons by their broadening their thinking to look
at the big picture, being inspired to change their career path, learning how
to take control of their life, and understanding the importance of not having
everything figured out.
Sense of Community
“Sense of community” referred to the connections and friendships students built within the honors college on the basis of their shared experience
in the year-long colloquium. Students reported that the colloquium brought
them closer together and helped foster a sense of community unlike any they
had experienced. One student reported, “This class affected my sense of the
Honors College as a community by helping me realize that I am not alone.”
Another student also affirmed, “These classes helped me to feel like a part
of a community in the Honors College . . . going through collective trauma
it felt like a community.” Both these comments demonstrate the bond the
students built with fellow honors classmates through the shared experience
of the honors classes.
Rising to Challenges
The theme of rising to challenges incorporated pivots within the group
projects, conflicts within groups, and personal challenges. The main challenge
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students faced was feeling that they were going into these courses blind, with
no understanding of what was to come. A student explained, “I had absolutely no idea what to expect. This class challenged me like no other—we
were forced to think outside the box, under the box, around the box, yet rarely
inside the box.” The ambiguity that students struggled with before the course
continued as time went on. There was no right or wrong in the class since it
was largely based on real-life experience. One student stated, “Some major
challenges I faced was [sic] accepting that sometimes your ways are not the
best way to solve something.” Because this colloquium went deeper than most
college coursework, many students began to question their future in often
unexpected ways. One student explained, “I have always been a person that
values progress and strives to achieve my goals, and when I figured out that I
no longer knew what I wanted my life to look like, it led me to a great amount
of internal strife.” Another stated, “A major challenge was finding my passion
and how to fit that into a ‘wicked’ problem.” These challenges were processed
and worked through with professors and classmates, ultimately altering the
trajectory of many students’ lives.
Refocusing the Future
“Refocusing the future” involved the impact of the course on students’
choices and trajectories. Students reported either changing their major or
adding a minor due to the course, with one remarking, “This course caused
me to reconsider my major several times. . . . I changed my major to bioprocess
engineering after becoming very interested in my research.” Many reported
that their career choices were influenced as well. One student said, “I became
more confident in my choice as it made me think much deeper about my
future and re-establish why I wanted to be a physical therapist.”
Shifts in Perspectives and Attitudes
Finally, the theme of shifts in perspectives and attitudes included changes
in students’ views of themselves, of others, and of life. A significant number
shifted their mindset during the course because of the combined group work,
faculty interactions, course materials, and project development. Students
discussed the realizations they gleaned from the course about life lessons,
saying that they approached situations differently based on the lessons they
learned. One student reported, “I realized nothing is freely given, everything must be questioned.” Students also changed their perspective on other
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people. For example, a student exclaimed, “This course helped me realize that
there are others out there who are completely different from me.” Both these
comments emphasize the development of a new and open mindset among
students. Another common theme in the responses was perspective shift,
whether on life, career path, or the class. One of the respondents described
initially thinking of life as a step-by-step path to a destination but learned that
the destination is not what really matters. Another shift occurred in participants’ mindset on obstacles: complementing the perspective shift on failure,
obstacles were now described as “learning opportunities.” Students now saw
setbacks and stumbles as growth opportunities, not necessarily as failures.
The attitude of students also shifted from negative to positive toward components of the class like presentations, direct feedback, and teamwork. Initially,
students who had described the course negatively, with words like “annoying”
and “difficult,” began to use words like “grateful,” “confident,” and “effective.”

discussion
Transformative Learning
The themes that emerged from the students’ reflections suggest that
the course was a transformative learning experience. Transformative learning theory posits that students who are learning new ways of thinking are
also evaluating their past ideas and shifting their worldview through critical
reflection. This type of learning calls for students to fundamentally change
their perceptions by questioning previous knowledge and making room
for new information and insights (Mezirow, 1997). Transformative learning outcomes encompass three domains (Taylor & Cranton, 2012; Knapp,
Camarena, & Moore, 2017) that overlap with HCD and the other aspects of
the colloquium. First, students come to understand that humans build meaning based on perceptions and experiences that may not represent universal
truths. HCD forces students to get past their own ideas and to spend time with
real people in real environments to understand differing points of view. This
first outcome can be found in the theme “shifts in perspectives and attitudes,”
which requires students to conduct extensive interviews with stakeholders
about their identified “wicked” problems and to have their work and conclusions challenged weekly by their peers and faculty. Students are encouraged
to interview people they think will disagree with their interpretation of a
“wicked” problem or their prototyped solution. Assimilating multiple points
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of view and understanding that their own point of view is one amnog many
others helps students realize this first outcome of transformative learning.
The second outcome of transformative learning is students’ realization
that they can make their own decisions and understand their own potential for growth and change. This outcome most easily fits with the themes of
personal growth, redefining failure, shifts in perspectives and attitudes, and
refocusing the future, which all speak to the students’ growing autonomy in
making decisions. Students explore their paths forward using design principles free of previous influences and thinking outside the norms they have
known when, for instance, they are tackling “wicked” problems outside their
pre-determined career path.
The third transformative outcome is that students are able to question
the basis of prevailing ideologies and be more critical of society, and they
may find a calling to address societal problems. Even though this outcome
did not appear as a discreet theme in the student reflections, it aligns with
HCD to the extent that students question society critically by tackling a
“wicked” problem and by deeply questioning why it exists and how they can
facilitate change. That many student teams seek to continue to work on their
colloquium project as their Signature Honors Project suggests that they are
embracing the calling to create positive change. More investigation into this
third transformative outcome is warranted and will inform future versions of
the colloquium and additional research.
Initial Goals
In addition to addressing questions about the transformative nature of
the curriculum, we needed to understand whether the original goals of the
faculty were being achieved. The faculty wanted to have a positive impact
by helping students to develop a better sense of community; to understand
themselves in order to align better with their choice of majors; to develop
“soft skills”; to increase their engagement with the community and university; and to redefine their relationship with failure. The themes that emerged
in the reflections suggest that this positive impact was achieved in nearly all
cases. Students reported a better sense of community resulting from spending
the entire first year together, sharing their dreams for their futures, working
in teams, and working together through the challenges of the colloquium. In
delving into design thinking about themselves and immersing themselves in
understanding “wicked” problems, they appeared to grapple in a meaningful
way with their choice of majors. Their exposure to different ways of knowing
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and their sense of community gave them the courage to explore outside the
paths they had decided on prior to college. Students also reported that they
were developing courage and confidence with respect to soft skills. Presentations, interviewing, receiving critical feedback, assimilating ambiguity, and
dealing with setbacks were all constant parts of their experience during the
colloquium. Getting through these uncomfortable moments resulted in many
students reflecting on their newfound skills. While at first students were typically mortified at the prospect of calling a stranger to conduct an interview,
by the end of the course they felt empowered and comfortable with talking
to strangers. In the same way, students who started off terrified of speaking to
large audiences eventually became volunteers for their team presentations.
Absent as a discreet major theme emerging from student reflections is
increased engagement with the community and university; its absence may
have emerged simply because it is a central feature of HCD and therefore
transparent to students who are performing critical self-reflections of their
own transformations. The various themes demonstrate that students are
engaging with their peers, the university, and the community and that these
interactions are having an impact on their views of themselves and the world
they inhabit. However, since community engagement is an explicit goal for
the university, more work should be done to understand and document the
role of the colloquium in this area.
Fear of failure is a constant among many of our students, arising from
a need to protect their self-esteem (for extensive information see Martin,
2010). Students living in fear of failure often develop coping strategies that
are self-defeating. For honors students, these strategies often center on perfectionism such that they invest tremendous amounts of effort in the task at
hand at the risk of their mental health. These students’ self-esteem is higher
when they demonstrate cleverness and competence, traits that are necessarily questioned by the process of HCD and the critical feedback from peers
and faculty. Perfectionism and “overstriding” (Martin, 2010) in this colloquium do not counteract a sense of failure, creating a dilemma for some
of our students, who may fall into counterproductive fear-based strategies:
self-handicapping puts obstacles in their paths as they create excuses for poor
performance; defensive pessimism induces students to set low expectations
for themselves before an evaluation; and defensive optimism occurs when
students set expectations for themselves that are so high as to be unattainable,
providing an excuse for failure. Two other coping mechanisms are less common among honors students: learned helplessness and success avoidance.
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Understanding these different strategies and how they play out in a course
is important for the faculty to keep in mind. The goal of the faculty is to
encourage students to transition from fear-based to success-focused motivation, making for a much happier life (Martin, 2010). Fortunately, the student
reflections reveal that many are now seeing failure as a growth opportunity
rather than a threat to their self-worth.
Challenges
The colloquium is not easy for the faculty. To create a transformational
learning environment, we must invite the whole student into the class and
be authentic while we engage (Davenport, 2019). Actually “seeing” students
as people and sharing our vulnerability with them are critical for success but
are also draining and frightening. Faculty are actively engaged in the HCD
process while teaching the class, which means weekly long-format meetings
to discuss how the course is going and what changes need to be made on the
fly. Summer work is then necessary to assemble and analyze data that will
inform large-scale changes for the new academic year. Moreover, faculty coming from different departments must defend the need for such efforts. These
challenges are not unique to HCD, but it makes them more inevitable for the
participants.
Additional challenges arise from the pushback that we as faculty get when
we challenge students and push them to do hard things that are outside their
comfort zone. One of the major themes to emerge from the reflections was
some dissention about the assigned book Designing Your Life. The faculty are
always in the ideation and prototyping process. Some students conclude that
because we change what we do, we therefore do not know what we are doing,
an attitude exacerbated by the fact that we ask students to reflect critically on
the class. Some students resist the idea that we are intentional and committed to transformative learning and believe that they know best, illustrating
the saying “All the important things I learned in life I learned after I knew
everything.” These few students often seek to sabotage the delicate culture of
the class, so faculty must be aware of and counter these threats to the culture
of safety and growth.
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions
This qualitative pilot study examining the role of an HCD-focused curriculum’s impact on first-year honors college students has significant strengths
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and limitations that provide opportunities for future research. Previously, we
performed research on our students’ experiences with validated survey instruments and discovered positive impacts in several areas (Chaney, Christensen,
et al, 2021). However, many of the surveys administered revealed no significant
changes (our unpublished data), highlighting the drawback of this approach.
Faculty were merely guessing about how students were responding to the curriculum. We needed to collect qualitative data to inform future quantitative
research; thus, this work represents the first of an ongoing yearly collection
of qualitative data that will be supplemented with other validated scales and
multi-year studies that chart longer-term impacts of the colloquium. Also, the
reflections we used were from students who were motivated to share their
perspectives about the course; therefore, students with negative perceptions
of the course, from which the data were pulled for this study, may not have
opted to enroll in the study, potentially providing a biased sample. The generalizability is limited because of the disproportionate number of Caucasian
and female students in the colloquium; future studies should examine a larger,
more diverse population. Also, more varied data collection methods should
be used to obtain more robust findings of students’ lived experiences and perspectives. Using focus groups and interviews may further support and add to
the study’s findings by promoting a more holistic and personal understanding of what students experienced and gained from this innovative curriculum.
Finally, a longitudinal, mixed-methods study may be a worthwhile next step
for this research for several reasons: anecdotal evidence suggests that many
of the challenges that students experience in this first year do not have real
impact on them until later in their college career or even after their graduation;
it is unknown how well students accept this innovative curriculum and the role
it plays in preparing students for a variety of professional and academic pursuits; and it is also unknown how gender and racial characteristics influence
students’ perceptions of this curriculum.
Finally, the pandemic played a role in adjusting the curriculum, both
temporarily and more permanently. The initial year of the reimagined course
sequence involved discussion-based classes led by a faculty member during
the fall term while the spring term consisted of a large lecture-style class led
by the entire faculty team. All course components were offered in-person
until March of 2020 when the course became hybrid due to COVID-19. The
second year was all virtual given the university’s COVID restrictions. Students were assigned to a discussion-based class led by a faculty member but
virtually alternated between instructors for both fall and spring semesters.
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This academic year (2021–2022), the faculty team has learned from best
practices, and the fall term consists of an in-person, discussion-based class
led by one faculty member for some weeks while in other weeks sections
alternate between instructors. The shifts in teaching modality because of
COVID have led to faculty members and students having better course organization, communication, and expectations of each other. Additionally, the
online learning management system helped facilitate some of these changes.
A future research question will explore the impact of curriculum adjustment
during the pandemic on student success.

conclusion
This pilot exploratory study qualitatively examines the use of HCD as
the foundation for a transformative curriculum for first-year honors students.
The most notable finding from this exploratory paper is that an HCD-based
curriculum allows honors students to develop holistically as students and
professionals by focusing on growth, developing a sense of community, and
redefining failure, among other lessons. After engaging in the yearlong curriculum, students felt the curriculum transformed their college experience
and provided a new outlook for them. Implications from the current research
reveal the importance of examining promising and innovative strategies that
honors colleges can use post-pandemically to engage students and manage
potential pitfalls and pivots in the curriculum and program through HCD.
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introduction

T

he murders in spring and summer 2020 of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna
Taylor, and George Floyd ignited a nation long overdue for renewed
and ongoing racial reckoning (Burch, Cai, Gianordoli, McCarthy, & Patel,
2020). The brutal and highly public nature of these killings made it clear
that responding to racial injustice with silence was not a neutral choice. In
the small predominantly white community of Missoula, MT, located on historic territory of the Salish, Kootenai, and Kalispel people and home to the
University of Montana, community members grappled alongside the rest of
the nation with responding to oppression and white supremacy in ways that
were actionable and not simply performative. These questions made their
way into faculty meetings at the University of Montana’s Davidson Honors
College (DHC), shaping considerations of how to address head-on issues of
race, power, and oppression in classes that previously did not explicitly touch
on these issues.
Lauren Collins, a teaching fellow at the Davidson Honors College, and
Erin Saldin, the lead faculty course coordinator for the core honors course
Ways of Knowing, looked specifically at this course as a space to dig into these
topics and engage students in co-creating solutions. Amelia Hawes and Jorgia
Hawthorne are students in the Davidson Honors College who engaged in the
initial inception of these ideas in honors courses and were critical actors in the
consequent ongoing community partnership. Nicole Gomez is the executive
director of the non-profit community partner, the Free Verse Writing Project,
which teaches literature and creative writing in juvenile halls across Montana.
In research on experiential learning and high-impact practices, scholars
continually advocate for the importance of learning experiences that happen
beyond the walls of the classroom. Research shows that these experiences
engage students in more meaningful learning and are a statistically significant
factor in keeping them in college. AAC&U considers service learning and
community-based learning to be a key high-impact practice (Kuh, 2008). In
these kinds of learning designs, student engagement with a community partner is an instructional strategy that enables students to gain direct experience
with issues they are studying by working to analyze and solve problems that
exist within their community. In addition to the benefits to student learning, these programs help fulfill the mission of higher education as a public
good (Longo & Gibson, 2011; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011). In ideal community-engaged learning programs, academic and civic purpose are deeply
intertwined and collaborations are mutually beneficial.
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The ultimate goal is that these learning opportunities will have a positive impact on communities beyond the university. The research on whether
these types of learning experiences do impact community partners or move
the needle on social issues depends in large part on centering the needs of
the organization rather than the needs of a class. Tracing the development
of a community-engaged partnership can help show fellow honors educators
the importance of 1) understanding the kinds of projects that will have the
greatest impact on community partners; 2) using reading as a form of service
learning by bearing witness; and 3) creating sustained impact for both colleges and community partners through long-term iterative relationships.

exploration of ideas courses in honors
The Davidson Honors College, like many honors colleges around the
country, requires all students to participate in a common course: DHC’s
Ways of Knowing is anchored in texts exploring the human experience from
ancient times to the present. Such courses generally have the goal of exposing students to a wide range of ideas, questions, and intellectual traditions
that support their development as positive stewards of place and community.
These courses also work to build community among students, allowing for
a common experience and set of ideas that can anchor student identity and
relationships in the honors college across their four years.
Honors courses should be designed to be broader, deeper, and more
complex than other courses on campus (National Collegiate Honors Council Board of Directors, 2013). Classes like Ways of Knowing exemplify the
academic rigor, critical inquiry, and deep discussion that characterizes honors education. In a 2014 article by deLusé in Honors in Practice, she describes
the development by Arizona State University’s Barrett Honors College of the
course The Human Event, which is similar to Ways of Knowing. As deLusé
lays out, in the 1970s honors courses on ideas like these often followed either a
“Chicago model” or a “Columbia model” with the curriculum focused on classical Western intellectual tradition starting with ancient European philosophy.
According to deLusé the Columbia model did include “contextual influences
and currents of thought at a given time,” “progress in the historical development of ideas,” and material conditions at the time the works were produced,
but the focus was primarily Western classical literature and thought (p. 85).
As common intellectual experiences for honors students, courses like
Ways of Knowing wield great power over what ideas and writers are privileged
and what names and works students are exposed to through their inclusion
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in courses. The classroom as knowledge-producer fosters a learning ecosystem that moves in many directions: between the instructor and the students;
between class content and the learning community; between students and
their wider networks; between organizations and new ideas; and between
students and the future advocacy in which they might participate. Debates
about diversifying this type of course are common in honors colleges and
often focus on the important goal of widening the scope of ideas to include
non-Western voices and diversity in the areas of race, gender, intellectual traditions, and perspectives. Even so, the texts are usually part of the canon and
are available in any library or large bookstore. Generally, courses on ideas rely
heavily on texts written by acknowledged experts. Rarely does course content
contain writing and reflections of incarcerated people, especially teenagers
convicted of criminal offenses. Since incarcerated youth are generally not
published authors, their writing would not be likely to appear in an honors
classroom. This absence is one example of the many voices that are never represented in academia, much less an honors college.

origin of the project
In the summer of 2020, Ways of Knowing honors faculty determined
that they needed to change the focus of the course to include conversations
about race, oppression, and action. The theme that emerged for the course
was justice. Having taught both service-learning and community-engaged
courses previously, Lauren Collins began researching organizations locally
in Montana that worked on racial justice and criminal justice reform. As
Michelle Alexander writes in The New Jim Crow, “mass incarceration operates as a tightly networked system of laws, policies, customs, and institutions
that operate collectively to ensure the subordinate status of a group defined
largely by race” (2010, p. 13). Alexander argues that part of the solution to
racial injustice is a human rights movement rooted in recognition of the basic
dignity and humanity of all of us—including those caught up in the criminal justice system. Following the lead of Alexander, Collins reached out to
the Free Verse Writing Project (hereafter referred to as Free Verse) to see if
they would be interested in having students work on a project as part of the
Davidson Honors College Ways of Knowing class. The idea was that if students could work on an applied project, they wouldn’t just talk about these
ideas in class and consider ideas of justice contained in classic texts; instead,
they would engage in real time with an organization actively working to make
change.
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When the initial meeting was held, Collins came to the table with the
idea that since the class was about literature and ideas and since the community organization worked on teaching creative writing and poetry, perhaps the
students could help develop a curriculum for Free Verse Project classes based
on what they were reading in Ways of Knowing and provide additional lesson
ideas that teachers might draw from. The director of the Free Verse, Nicole
Gomez, quickly disabused her of this idea. Instead, what she said would really
make a difference was if the class could help “pass the mic” and amplify voices
and perspectives of the youth that Free Verse worked with.
Founded in 2014, Free Verse teaches literature and creative writing in
juvenile detention centers across Montana, including at the Missoula Juvenile
Detention Center, the Billings Juvenile Detention Center, the Ted Lechner
Youth Services Center in Billings, and the Pine Hills Youth Correctional
Facility, the long-term center for boys in Montana. The mission of the organization is to empower incarcerated youth across the state to gain agency over
their own narratives by giving them the tools to tell their stories and then to
amplify their voices through publication and circulation of their writing and
artwork to as wide an audience as possible. Free Verse recognizes that 1) the
voices of people who are incarcerated are often overlooked or discounted,
and young people in the juvenile justice system are even more thoroughly
silenced because their identities are protected due to their status as minors;
2) this neglect leads to a metaphoric invisibility in addition to their literal
invisibility while hidden behind jail and prison walls; and 3) conversations
about the justice system are necessarily incomplete without the addition and
inclusion of these voices.
In addition, Free Verse acknowledges that 1) much of Montana art and
literature succumbs to familiar tropes of the rural West that speak to a story of
settler-colonialism written by those already empowered to speak; 2) as with
the rest of the country, people of color are disproportionately represented in
the Montana justice system; and 3) publication of the voices of incarcerated
youth can bring these less-heard and historically marginalized voices into the
Montana narrative, empowering them, amplifying their messages, and helping us to go beyond common tropes to uncover the complexity and nuance
of life in this state. Finally, Free Verse recognizes that incarcerated youth are
more likely to have experienced trauma, that incarceration is a traumatic
experience itself, and that the healing power of art can lead to a reduction in
recidivism.
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teaching publications of
incarcerated youth, 2020–2021
As part of the response to reassessing the structure and flow of Ways of
Knowing, Lauren Collins began including Free Verse Writing Project publications into the fall 2020 and spring 2021 course as the final set of readings that
students engaged with. The publications included the first volume of the I Am
Montana anthology series, the first issue of the three-part QuaranZine series,
and the self-contained publication Commissary Notes (2019). The anthology
I Am Montana: Vol 1, published in 2018, is a compilation of student writing
exploring questions of place, identity, and experience by youth incarcerated
at four different detention facilities across the state as well as by public high
school students at the Billings Career Center. QuaranZine is a three-part zine
series, published between June 2020 and August 2021, that features student
writing from the same four detention facilities reflecting on the themes of
isolation, anxiety, fear, family, home, exploration, whimsy, and discovery contemplated while experiencing incarceration during a pandemic. Commissary
Notes is a 2019 publication compiled in collaboration with a University of
Montana course called “States of Incarceration” that features student writing
from the four detention facilities mapped onto the history of colonization
and boarding schools in Montana.
A young writer in Commissary Notes reflects that “it hurts when you walk
into a room / and everybody stares at you and hates you for who you are /
and what skin color you are / because I want to walk into a room / where
everybody you know doesn’t hate you / or look at you like you’re a different person . . .” (2019, p. 8). According to the 2020 Montana Youth Court
Services Division’s annual report, Native American and Black youth make
up 14% and 4% of referrals despite representing around 6% and 0.5% of
the state population (Montana Supreme Court, 2020; U.S. Census Bureau,
2020). In addition, almost one third of Montana’s justice-involved youth have
a household income below $20,000 (Montana Supreme Court, 2020). The
disproportionate representation of youth of color and low-income youth in
Montana’s juvenile justice system is a stark example of how systemic inequality shapes the lives of young people and how factors such as skin color or class
background cause people to make assumptions about them before they get
the chance to speak for themselves.
Amelia Hawes, an honors student enrolled in the Ways of Knowing section in fall 2020, was a student in the first class to read young, incarcerated
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authors and to see into their lives and hear their stories in their own words.
Free Verse provides youth a platform where they can express themselves
freely without being limited by the criminal label that has come to define
them in the public eye. The Free Verse publications were anonymous, and in
the absence of specific information about the criminal records or past experiences of these youth, Amelia Hawes and her classmates in Ways of Knowing
were able to see past the stereotypes that usually distort perceptions of incarcerated people and appreciate their work on a much more personal level.
For students unfamiliar with the lived experience of incarceration, reading personal stories from incarcerated youth put into perspective what a
difficult and isolating experience detention can be, and it emphasized how
truly burdensome it is to be seen as a criminal before being seen as a person.
This new sense of understanding for their incarcerated peers challenged Amelia Hawes and her classmates to consider the roles they played in systems of
oppression, and to realize that by subscribing to negative stereotypes, they
were enforcing the inequality that allowed them to sit in a college classroom
while confining the authors they read to a detention center. By reading Free
Verse publications, Amelia Hawes and her classmates did not just challenge
these ideas in theory but also applied them practically by the act of putting
marginalized voices at the center of their studies. These new understandings
moved many students, including Amelia Hawes and Jorgia Hawthorne, to
move the work forward and continue finding ways to “pass the mic” to marginalized voices both inside and outside the classroom.
Jorgia Hawthorne, who took an honors course on the School to Prison
pipeline in spring 2021, was forced to deal with her own implicit biases about
incarcerated populations and the justice system itself. Society is conditioned
to immediately think that criminals are people who have given up their
humanity the moment they broke the law, eliciting comments like “They’re
just a bad apple” or “They went down the wrong path,” implying that someone
under the age of eighteen is past saving. It is easy to forget that incarcerated
people are people first when societal norms demonize them, especially when
those who are black, indigenous, and people of color are disproportionately
affected. Having grown up in northcentral Montana in a town with a sizeable
Native American population, a population that experiences incarceration at a
higher rate than any other population, Jorgia Hawthorne realized when reading Commissary Notes (2019) that the words of the authors could very well
be spoken by someone raised in her own community. This realization left her
frustrated and angry, especially because youth incarceration is rarely a popular
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topic of discussion, but it reflects so much of the social inequity and racial and
economic marginalization that this nation continues to grapple with. Publications like Commissary Notes (2019) provided a window into what it is like to
be a child dealing with discrimination, police brutality, substance abuse, the
loss of a parent, and incarceration, thus marginalized and rendered voiceless
by taking on the identity of a criminal.
The fact that Free Verse publications came directly from youth in the state
of Montana made the connections even more meaningful. This local connection inspired Jorgia Hawthorne because she could see the potential for change
that she was making right in her own community through raising awareness
of the experiences of these youth. Social justice concerns too often focus on
the trendy issue of the week, an issue that is usually national or global and to
which one member of the public can almost never make a lasting change. The
prison system is that kind of national problem, but Free Verse’s mission to
serve incarcerated youth locally in Montana highlighted that the issue is right
in front of all of us and we might be able to make a difference.
Having taken Ways of Knowing within the Davidson Honors College
previously, Jorgia Hawthorne connected deeply with the value of including
voices of incarcerated youth in a course that provided a myriad of ideals and
thoughts but that sometimes felt heavily academic and disconnected from
contemporary social issues. In the everchanging, chaotic arena of social justice, people tend to fight the hardest for causes that affect them personally
or occur directly in their community. As a result of this inspiration, in collaboration with Erin Saldin, Jorgia Hawthorne agreed to act in her second
year as a Learning Assistant for Ways of Knowing, with the goal of bringing
Free Verse publications into the course curriculum. The publication will be
taught to new students at the Davidson Honors College in the fall of 2021.
Her goal is that future Ways of Knowing students exploring big ideas and
classical questions can be shown that national issues start from the local level
and that there are opportunities to make changes on big national and global
issues by listening to the stories and experiences of marginalized youth in
their own community.

reading as service and bearing witness (impacts on
the community partner and incarcerated youth)
The impact on the incarcerated young authors of having their words and
work reach a wider audience and, specifically in this instance, read by Davidson Honors College students is difficult to measure and testimonial in nature
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as of yet. When the students learn that their work will be published and made
available in bookstores and libraries as well as studied on campus, they are
often proud and excited, but given the transitory nature of the temporary
detention system and the privacy protection policies, Free Verse often loses
touch with the incarcerated youth before any long-term positive effects can
be seen or measured. Communicating to them that their work is being read
by college students has a positive impact as many of these young people have
struggled to achieve traditional academic success or to imagine themselves
at institutions of higher learning. They have shown pride in their work and
themselves on hearing that their work is being circulated and read by college
students for its merit as these are young people who often haven’t received
much encouragement or praise. When they realize that they have the ability
to affect people with their writing and that they have talent to offer the world,
they light up. As one Free Verse student said, “I’ve learned that I’m not just a
bad kid, that I have a story to tell, and that my words are powerful.”
The long-term impact of circulating the work of incarcerated youth
won’t be seen until conversations and policy decisions regarding justice
reform reflect the fact that enough people have read their work to advocate
for change, but testimony from students in the DHC classes suggests that
such publications are effective at conveying the humanity of the incarcerated authors in ways that hold promise for the future. One student reported:
“My biggest takeaway, after reading Commissary Notes and hearing our various speakers, is that these kids aren’t just numbers we’re collecting. They’re
people very near our age, people we could know, or could be, had we been on
different paths.” Another student reported: “I think the biggest connection
to the class I made involves the Free Verse Writing Project and their book we
just discussed, Commissary Notes. As I mentioned in class, it is one thing to
hear about these youth that are incarcerated and seeing the numbers, and it
is another thing to see what they are feeling and to some extent, feel that for
yourself.” This testimony suggests that the texts are effective at combatting
the dehumanizing and silencing effects of incarceration and confirms to Free
Verse that its mission is effective and that it needs to continue to elevate student voices into wider circulation.
Finally, Free Verse receives tangible benefits from bringing their publications into honors college classrooms: it supports the organization’s
sustainability; it demonstrates that they are fulfilling their mission of providing young voices with a widening platform; it acknowledges the literary merit
of the work their students produce; and it thus helps them report to funders
on the success of projects that grant money has supported. These benefits are
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critical in the long term because they enable the organization to secure future
funding for the classes and publications of its incarcerated students.

continuing the work
Moving forward, Jorgia Hawthorne and Erin Saldin will be incorporating
the Free Verse publications into Ways of Meaning in a couple of unique ways.
First, the students in the class will be grappling with poems in the text
Living Nations, Living Words, an anthology of contemporary Native American poetry compiled by the Poet Laureate of the United States, Joy Harjo.
The class will already be ensconced in discussions about power, agency,
voicelessness, and reclamation, and it will be using the interactive map that
accompanies that text. The students will engage with the Free Verse texts
soon after, deepening their reflection on issues of Native disenfranchisement
and of voices/stories that we are and are not hearing, opening the possibility
for creation of a Free Verse interactive map or other creative approach to making the invisible visible to a larger audience.
In addition, the Free Verse publications will be woven into a larger assignment for all students. For the past two years, Ways of Knowing students in
Erin Saldin’s class have used Ross Gay’s compilation of “essayettes,” Book of
Delights, for a semester-long project on reflection, awareness, and justice.
One element of this project asks students to compile their own Collections of
Delights and to note, using whatever medium they choose, those moments in
the semester that bring them delight. When students reflect on wonder and
joy, they concurrently reflect on suffering and despair, so this project allows
students room to wander through their academic experiences with eyes wide
open to the beauty and the grief that they witness. They are asked to respond,
in mini-assignments, to various readings that they encounter over the semester, and they will be engaging with the Free Verse publications at that time,
responding to the question “How does this text/do these texts shift the way
you think about your own place in this space?” This informal exercise offers
students a chance to think creatively outside the bounds of academic writing. In addition, the final paper for the Collection of Delights asks students to
react more formally to some of the texts from the course, tying the ideas they
gleaned to their own experiences. At this point, the students will be synthesizing knowledge from various texts and placing them in conversation with
one another. We anticipate that the Free Verse texts will be reflected in that
final academic paper.
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conclusion
At their best, shared intellectual experiences like Ways of Knowing create deep and lasting impacts on students. They also play a role in shaping the
canon of voices that are included in mapping exemplary thinkers and world
movers. Including the voices of prisoners and incarcerated youth opens the
canon to include other voices and experiences that are also important. As
scholars and students concerned with responding to injustice in our communities, we can bear witness to the stories and voices of incarcerated youth.
Incorporating publications like the ones in Free Verse introduces into the
honors classroom an opportunity to have a major impact on both honors students and incarcerated youth.
Another benefit to the students who engage with texts in the ways that
Amelia Hawes and Jorgia Hawthorne did during 2020/21 is a profound sense
of agency when they realize that they have the power to mold and shape curriculum and when they are allowed the freedom to help share and teach texts
that have expanded their own way of understanding the world. This project
connects students to their larger community, but it also engages them with the
honors program at the pedagogical and administrative levels. Further inquiry
may prove that curricular innovations such as weaving the Free Verse project
into Ways of Knowing increases retention in honors and that it increases students’ sense of belonging.
When designing community-engaged experiences and courses, the community partner needs to shape the project. Relationships should be generative,
not transactional. Ideally these partnerships will be sustained over long periods of time so that each stakeholder can better understand one another and
develop current and future projects iteratively. When honors students lead
and develop these projects, they contribute to involving other students in and
out of the classroom.
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